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Abstract
This dissertation study aims to illuminate the creation of safe spaces for marginalized youth
through mentorship initiatives. Likewise, the study examines the roles of mentorship
programs in transforming the lives of Black adolescent girls by providing them with tools to
change the narratives depicted by society. A qualitative design was employed that used
phenomenological interviewing techniques and ethnographic observations to explore the
experiences of the Black adolescent girls in one university-sponsored mentorship program.
The findings illustrate what is coined through this research—a critical Black feminist
mentorship model that emphasizes an intersectional identity development, the actualization of
voice, the creation and preservation of sisterhood and solidarity, and consciousness raising.
The results, implications, and future research possibilities are discussed.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
This research study examines an after-school mentoring program that utilizes critical
Black feminist mentorship as an organizational and curricular model that can help to counter
certain negative aspects of the formal educational experiences of Black adolescent girls.
Black adolescent girls face varying intersecting challenges that influence their academic
success and impact their self-concept and self-esteem. These challenges, which include overpolicing in schools, bullying, sexual violence, and racial exclusion in integrated educational
spaces, also impact their future outcomes (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Morris, 2016a, 2016b; Ruck
et al., 2011; Scott et al., 2017; Tonnesen, 2013; Wun, 2016, 2018). After-school opportunities
such as mentorship programs serve as mechanisms to empower Black adolescent girls when
they employ both a critical and Black feminist framework that makes spaces for the
uniqueness of Black girlhood.
There exists research on the risks and the opportunities experienced by Black
adolescent girls within formal and informal educational settings, but more is needed that
specifically shows how certain opportunities contribute to their cultural, social, and academic
success. As Smith (2019) argues, the experiences and voices of Black girls have been
overshadowed in research as well as in education, and it is necessary to create more
opportunities to understand the unique experiences and oppressions they face on their own as
well as opportunities to empower them. Informal and after-school programs that employ
critical and feminist curricula are promising as such curricula can enhance Black girls’
liberation and empowerment through the implementation of storytelling, creative practices,
and thinking (Nunn, 2018). Storytelling and other forms of creativity provide an opportunity
for Black girls to comprehend and address their experiences. Much of the existing scholarship
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on Black adolescents and youth considers the socioeconomic and racial characteristics of their
subjects, while placing gender on the margins. In other words, studies of Black youth neglect
the specific concerns of Black girls in middle school, while studies focused solely on girls fail
to address issues of race. For example, scholarship that centers on Black youth has focused on
the school-to-prison pipeline for Black boys. However, emerging scholarship that offers a
gender analysis has revealed the disproportionate rate at which Black girls are also overpoliced (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Morris, 2012; Wun, 2016, 2018). The failure to take an
intersectional approach that brings to bear issues of race, class, and gender together makes it
difficult to understand the issues that exclusively impact Black middle school girls.
Furthermore, current research on the significance of culturally relevant and critical race-based
mentoring programs on the lives of Black girls suggests the need for more studies of their
intersectional identities and experiences of oppression (Baek et al., 2011; Coenraad et al.,
2019; Crenshaw et al., 2015; Morris, 2012; Ricks, 2014; Williams, 2009).
This study answers the call of researchers like Nunn and Crenshaw who demand there
be more of a focus on improving the experiences of Black girls. It explores an initiative that
can foster relationships among Black girls while nurturing bonds with mentors, guest
speakers, and other guests who are part of program activities. These activities build selfconfidence by creating opportunities dedicated to identifying their own positive characteristics
and affirming narratives and images of Black girlhood and womanhood that are empowering.
Finally, this research demonstrates how mentoring can create opportunities to understand
personal and community advocacy as well as constructive techniques to navigate problems
within social and educational settings. To effectively demonstrate such, I begin by unpacking
the complexities of the lives of Black girls.
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Making Black Girls’ Lives Matter
Is this the best time to be a Black girl in America? If one follows the current narrative on
social media, it would appear to be a “magical” time for Black girls. It is common to see T-shirts,
buttons, stickers, mugs, and handbags bearing slogans that proudly state, “Black Girls Matter!,”
“Black Girls Rock!,” and “#Black Girl Magic!” Campaigns and hashtags are now a part of the
girl power lexicon and offer a positive image for Black girls and women. These slogans represent
a movement and a call to Black girls and women to acknowledge each other’s significant
accomplishments that occur despite the daily messages that they receive—messages that suggest
that Black women and girls are just not good enough or do not measure up to societal standards
of normative notions of girlhood (Morris, 2007; Thomas, 2015).
This pro-Black girl movement—developed out of the desire to create spaces where Black
girls are celebrated, valued, and welcomed—is vital to the continued survival of Black girls in
light of the challenges they face on a daily basis, which include racism, poverty, and violence.
Several initiatives have shaped this movement. One such movement is Black Girls Code.
Founded in 2010, it continues to be dedicated to supporting Black girls interested in computer
programming and digital technology (Pinkard et al., 2017). Pretty Brown Girls, also called PBG,
formed in 2010 as a global initiative that seeks to encourage Black girls and women to celebrate
their beauty through their clubs, events, and products (PBG, n.d.). There is Black Girls Rock!
which first aired in 2010 and showed Black girls and women being awarded for their Black girl
magic in music, entertainment, medicine, entrepreneurship, and philanthropic efforts. And
finally, Black Girl’s Magazine (n.d.), a publication by, for, and about girls in Toronto, Canada,
was established in 2016 to provide opportunities and literary spaces for Black girls to exercise
agency, grow, and impact the lives of other Black girls through articles, art, and cartoons to
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inform and inspire girls aged 9 to 13.
While the movements have a positive impact, we must also explore the need for more
advocacy, community programs, and changes to policies that unfairly punish and oppress Black
girls in specific institutions such as schools. The pro-Black girl movement is becoming more
visible within the public sphere and within the K-12 educational system, as is seen in heightened
research (Brown, 2013; Butler, 2018; Evans-Winters, 2005; Gist et al., 2018; Hines-Datiri &
Carter Andrews, 2017; Ricks, 2014; Wun, 2016). This research explores the multidimensional
and intersectional experiences of Black girls as they relate to schooling; school policies;
narratives of resistance; and curriculum, programs, and initiatives that center Black girls. Despite
this increase, more subsequent research over the next several years is required to determine the
long-term impact of these movements on the lives of Black girls in school and their interactions
with the adults they encounter throughout the school day.
This research is in line with the emerging focus on the positive experiences and
accomplishments of Black girls. Specifically, it focuses on Black girls’ experiences in formal
and informal educational spaces—including their participation in a university-supported, afterschool mentor program for middle school students in a Midwestern public school. This study
examines the experiences of Black girls who attended a critical Black feminist after-school
mentorship program called Community Youth Project, as it centers the voices, experiences, and
ideas of Black adolescent girls at the core of its curricula through the use of individual reflection,
interpersonal dialogue, consciousness-raising activities, and plans to take action that will lead to
their cultural, social, and academic success. While students in the program came from diverse
racial/ethnic backgrounds, the majority of participants were Black girls. Therefore, the
Community Youth Project employed a critical and Black feminist framework for its weekly
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activities in order to address the multi-layered issues adolescent Black girls face individually,
academically, and in their communities.
The mentors within the program are college students enrolled in a Women’s and Gender
Studies feminist mentoring course at a local university. The college course employs a critical
Black feminist approach to mentoring, which necessitates a focus on a Black feminist ethic of
care by offering Black girls a safe space to voice their concerns, but also mandating that the
mentors demonstrate a heightened level of responsibility for addressing those concerns. The
training curricula uses the same frameworks to empower and meet the needs of the mentees who
they later work alongside in the mentor program. Training occurs throughout the semester, with
the mentors gaining specific skills through praxis each week by applying the course material to
their hands-on experience with the middle school students. Likewise, it provides femtors (see
Appendix A: Key Terms)—a gender neutral term used to describe the college students who teach
and learn with adolescent girls in the program—with curricula and training that considers the
gender, race, ethnicity, class, and culture of the participants in the program. It does this while
also providing space for the participants and leaders to share knowledge through individual and
group discussions and feedback on the weekly activities. The mentor program is a partnership
with Academic Horizons, an in-school tutoring program. The Academic Horizons’ staff also
participates in the training of the mentors, advises on the weekly sessions, and provides weekly
feedback to the instructor of the course as well as the mentors. The 8-year relationship between
the Community Youth Project and Academic Horizons is collaborative and was created to ensure
that the sessions meet the social and emotional needs of the middle school students in the
program.
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Statement of the Problem
Adolescents of color face the reality of institutionalized oppression—which includes
institutional racism—and its impact on fair and equitable access to wealth, quality health care,
employment, justice, safe and affordable housing, political power, education, etc., that has
existed since the onset of colonization in the United States (Seaton & Yip, 2009). At its core,
institutionalized oppression is the act of allocating resources in ways that privileges one group
over another (Giroux & Aronowitz, 1985; Seaton & Yip, 2009). Black school-age children face
numerous challenges throughout their lifetimes, such as living in poverty (33%) or living with a
head of household who did not finish high school (12%; Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2019).
These children are more likely to attend Title I schools—i.e., schools with a majority population
of students who come from low-income families (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2018).
Furthermore, 7% of Black children between the ages 16 and 24 are classified as having a high
school dropout status (McFarland et al., 2018). Further, the physical and mental well-being of
children of color can be compromised due to their higher risk of witnessing and/or experiencing
various types of traumatic events—including violence, lack of consistent meals, displacement,
abuse, and racial discrimination (Perry et al., 2013). According to the National Child Traumatic
Stress Network (2016), Black children are also less likely to receive treatment after traumatic
experiences and are more likely to develop post-traumatic stress and depression. The experiences
of Black adolescent girls are unique in how they internalize and respond, often leading to both
perceived and actual disruptive and self-destructive behaviors (Morris, 2016a, 2016b; NealyOparah & Scruggs-Hussein, 2018).
Many Black girls occupy spaces (school, community, home, etc.) that are not always
healthy or safe. Their burdens are multilayered due to structural disparities and imbalances that
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are associated with racism, sexism, and poverty. Black girls often receive punishments from
teachers and school staff that are swift and severe due to stereotypes about Black girls that persist
despite the progress of pro-Black girl initiatives (Blake et al., 2011; Morris & Perry, 2017). For
example, Black girls have been suspended, expelled, and prosecuted for fighting in school when
other strategies could have been used such as counseling or conflict resolution training. They are
also considered “hostile” or “acting out” when they are simply attempting to communicate that
their needs are not being met (Crenshaw et al., 2015). Instead, because of the idea that Black
girls are deemed socially mature and self-reliant, they are subjected to the same punishments that
some adults would experience. This assumption or misidentification of Black girls is in part a
result of adultification. The research of Epstein et al. (2017) and Jacobs (2017) argues that the
lack of attention to Black girls is due to the myth that Black girls are successfully navigating
childhood and adolescence due to adultification—the idea that somehow Black girls are more
mature, thus resulting in invisibility, hyper-visibility, deserving of less care and protection,
harsher criticisms, and sanctions in educational spaces and in society.
Schools and programs associated with schools can aid in eradicating these inequities.
Schools should consider various forms of interventions, including training in critical race and
Black feminist pedagogy and classroom management strategies. Further, by combining
intervention strategies and partnering with in-school and after-school programs that incorporate a
critical Black feminist pedagogical framework, schools are better positioned to address the needs
of a diverse student population (Baek et al., 2011; Crenshaw et al., 2015; Cropper, 2000; Mayer
& Tucker, 2010). In the wake of current sociopolitical movements, research on the lives of Black
girls and women is gaining momentum. However, studies providing Black girls the space to
voice their experiences within the learning and after-school environments remain a crucial—and
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often ignored—component of this conversation. Such conversations provide Black girls with the
opportunity to counter dominant negative and stereotypical narratives, to define what Black
girlhood looks and feels like, and to become leaders and agents for change. Research centered on
Black girls is useful for enhancing after-school programs, school curriculums, and providing
insight into the emotional struggles Black girls continue to face within and beyond their learning
environments. Research exists that explores the significance of mentoring programs that center
culture and identity on the lives of Black girls (Weiston-Serdon, 2017), but there remains a need
for the examination of intersectional identity and experiences of oppression and tactics to combat
oppressive forces through the programming and practices of mentor programs.
Purpose of the Study
The study had three primary objectives. First, it sought to identify the ways in which
mentoring programs provide participants with a safe space to tell their stories—shifting
traditional hierarchies of power that often place Black girls on the lowest rung by exploring the
role of conversation or dialogue within program activities. Second, it sought to examine a mentor
initiative that directly engages with middle school Black girls where they spend most of their
time: at school. Third, it aimed to offer counternarratives as opposed to the one-dimensional
depictions of Black girls in middle school that shape their public discourse. It hoped to elicit
these counternarratives using dialogue, consciousness-raising based upon the program curricula,
and steps to create change. The narratives highlighted the intersections of race, class, and gender,
and the ways in which Black girls are required to navigate through the minefield of hazards
associated with an intersectional existence. After-school mentorship programs are one
intervention that can provide Black girls with the opportunity to interact with people who want to
listen, support, and guide them through the various stages of their personal development. Many
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of these programs assist students with developing skills in the areas of leadership, college and
employment preparation, and navigating various social situations (Curran & Wexler, 2017).
Some programs, which take a more comprehensive approach to mentoring, offer students a space
to address their social-emotional needs and provide them with a voice in the creation of
objectives and outcomes for the mentor program (Curran & Wexler, 2017).
This inquiry examines the structural inequalities and inequities that limit Black girls’
abilities to navigate formal educational spaces authentically and examines mentorship practices
that can assist in helping them develop a stronger voice and become agents of change.
Phenomenological interviewing was used as a means of making space for the voices of the Black
girls, supporting their own narratives and meanings associated with their experiences, and
contributing to the research on Black adolescent girls and mentoring, the field of Black girl
studies, and critical mentorship. In order to center voices that are often absent from this
conversation and to determine how Black feminist and critical race theories can contribute to
their personal development, this study proposes a critical Black feminist mentorship program as
a site of possibility. Further, this study considers the available information on Black girls as
members of their racial, class, gender, and specified age group as it seeks to provide data
surrounding the lives of middle school girls where available.
Research Questions
Critical Black feminist mentorship (coined here) was theorized for and applied to this
study to explore the experiences of Black adolescent girls by posing the following primary
questions:
1. How do Black adolescent girls describe their identities as they are situated within the
middle school context?
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2. How might a mentoring program that uses a critical Black feminist mentorship approach
support Black adolescent girls’ understanding of their identities?
Additional secondary questions were focused on the critical Black feminist mentorship
framework that the program employs, both as a theoretical foundation and as a guide for creating
weekly sessions. This underlying framework also guides interactions with the students and, more
specifically, the Black female population in the Community Youth Project mentor program. The
secondary questions are as follows:
1. Does the Community Youth Project mentor program promote and implement dialogue,
consciousness-raising, and action?
2. Do the femtors in the Community Youth Project mentor program embody an ethic of
care, which they demonstrate with the girls in the program?
3. How do the Black adolescent girls in the Community Youth Project mentor program
perceive the usefulness of dialogue, consciousness-raising, and action?
4. Do the Black adolescent girls in the program acknowledge compassion (ethic of care) as
presented by the femtors in the Community Youth Project mentor program?
Significance of the Study
This research is significant in that it adds to the body of research on mentorship and the
experiences of adolescent Black girls, and it can be used as a model to empower other Black
adolescent girls. It provides theoretical frameworks in conjunction with program objectives that
may be useful for all after-school programs to incorporate a more comprehensive approach to
meet the needs of all their students who face a variety of challenges during adolescence. Critical
race theory, critical race praxis, Black feminist theory, Black feminist pedagogy, Black girlhood
studies, and Black girlhood pedagogy offer useful tenets that can help to focus on and analyze

11
the intersectional identities of Black girls and spaces where Black girls are treated as experts of
their own experiences. My research adds to the growing fields of Black girlhood studies, Black
feminism, and critical mentorship by demonstrating where and how to amplify voices that are
often absent from the conversation on adolescent Black girls’ experiences in formal and informal
educational spaces. By placing the voices and experiences of Black girls—as their own subgroup
of adolescents—at the center of my methods, this research supports the importance of utilizing a
critical Black feminist mentorship model in after-school programs.
Critical Black feminist mentorship is a reciprocal relationship during which those
involved utilize individual reflection, interpersonal dialogue, care, consciousness-raising, and
action-plans to promote the cultural, social, and academic success of Black girls and women. In
this case, it involves reciprocal relationships between women and Black girls. Critical Black
feminist mentorship as a framework offers an opportunity for mentors and mentees to reimagine
their identities based upon how they see themselves, rather than how other social institutions
define them. In addition, this approach is a call to action for other programs and initiatives to
expand their objectives, outcomes, and curricula to include strategies connected to identity,
culture, self-efficacy, and self-advocacy rather than those objectives and outcomes that uphold
the dominant culture. The phenomenological approach used, particularly its emphasis on the
lived experience, shapes my view of Black girls’ lived experiences as a source of knowledge and
provides justification for the use and success of the framework. Therefore, phenomenology is
necessary because it will provide opportunities to center Black girls as participants and experts
on their own lives. Likewise, phenomenology will provide the ability to engage Black girls in
conversations about the meaning they associate with their educational experiences.
Inequities pervade the social institutions that Black adolescent girls inhabit, and mediated
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messages attempt to disrupt those inequities, but more is needed. Formal and informal
educational programs that center the intersectional experiences of Black girls while teaching
them to identify and combat hostile behaviors are necessary. Schools and community partners
have a responsibility to create and maintain such opportunities. Chapter 1 started the
conversation about these ideas, while suggesting the use of critical Black feminist mentorship
framework as a means of providing a safe space for Black girls to receive support from those
who are prepared to address their academic, emotional, and sociopolitical needs. Programs that
incorporate such a framework, which specifically utilizes an ethic of care approach to mentoring,
train mentors to understand the issues Black girls face within their homes, communities, and
school environments while assisting them to resist said issues. Chapter 2 offers a review of
theory and research that helps in understanding the intersectional experiences of Black girls. This
research first explores the state of Black adolescent girls in educational settings; it then discusses
the epistemological and pedagogical frameworks relevant to discussing and studying the
experiences of Black girls; it then explores the developmental experiences of Black girls and
continues by demonstrating the role that informal and formal mentors have played in the lives of
Black girls. Chapter 3 addresses the methodological approaches and theoretical frameworks
utilized in this study—including an exploration of Black feminist theoretical framework, which
demonstrates the importance of centering Black girls’ voices within research. Chapter 4 provides
background information about the femtor course and program curriculum. Chapter 5 presents the
findings of the research study, and Chapter 6 describes recommendations, implications, and
conclusions of the study.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
The last decade has seen an abundance of research on Black adolescent girls. This
research still fails to outpace the volume of research on Black adolescent boys, White adolescent
girls, and adolescents. The recent research about Black adolescent girls focuses on disciplinary
patterns; risk-taking behaviors; negative mediated images; and marginalization, bias, and
victimization inside and outside of educational spaces (Butler-Barnes & Thompson, 2020;
Crenshaw et al., 2015; Field et al., 2016; Fordham, 1993; Koonce, 2012; Murphy et al., 2013;
Thomas et al., 2008). There is also a growing body of research related to leadership
development, self-care, community building, and critical literacies in the lives of Black girls
(Brown, 2013; Butler-Barnes et al., 2018; Clonan-Roy et al., 2016; Huff, 2019; Jacobs, 2017;
Kayser et al., 2018; McArthur & Lane, 2019; Smith-Evans et al., 2014). Regardless of the topic
of the varying studies, they each show that Black girls are treated harshly within academic spaces
when compared to other adolescent groups. This treatment has been attributed to an extensive
history of intersectional oppression beginning with the institution of slavery. Within schools, this
oppression manifests in a way that renders Black adolescent girls invisible or negated. Likewise,
spaces that assist adolescent youth are often not prepared to support and empower Black girls
and their needs (Huff, 2019; Weiston-Serdan, 2017).
I discuss several theoretical frameworks in this literature review, namely critical race
theory (and intersectionality as an outgrowth of that theory), critical race praxis, Black feminist
epistemology, Black feminist pedagogy, Black girlhood studies, Black girlhood pedagogy, and
critical mentorship. Likewise, several models of adolescent development are discussed, such as
theories that connect adolescent development to ideas about self-efficacy and self-worth, and
theories related to the role of environmental factors in the lives of adolescents of color. This

14
chapter draws connections between each of the epistemological and pedagogical theories and
those related to adolescent development, to provide a basis for examining and critiquing the
literature on mentoring of Black adolescent girls in ways that will inform the analysis of the
research for this dissertation. The literature explored in this chapter provides the foundational
tenets for an emergent theory related to mentorship with Black girls.
The Educational Experiences of Black Girls
Research by Fordham (1993), Koonce (2012), and Way (1995) emphasizes the need for
studies that examine the lives of empowered Black adolescent girls. In doing so, such research
can provide a differing perspective to studies that demonstrate that Black adolescent girls are
rewarded for silence or that proper behavior in educational settings align closely with dominant
notions of White girlhood (Fordham, 1993; Hines-Datiri & Carter Andrews, 2017; Lei 2003;
Morris, 2005). Furthermore, it becomes apparent from this research that when Black adolescent
girls choose to disrupt instead of being silent or behave in ways that question “proper behavior,”
they are punished or seen as problematic. This response often leads to challenges for them and a
recurring and reinforcing negative cycle of stereotyping within educational spaces.
When exploring the lives of Black girls in middle school, it is useful to examine the
challenges that influence academic success and future outcomes at this stage of adolescent
development. Much of the existing research on Black adolescents focuses on these individuals as
a part of a combined group, thus making it difficult to find research that centers exclusively on
the experiences of middle school Black girls. Although the more generalized research on
adolescents, middle school girls, and Black youth is valuable, the unique intersectional
experiences of Black middle school girls tends to be only tangentially highlighted. Researchers
neglect to incorporate an analysis centering on academic and social support for Black girls,
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choosing instead to focus on other racial and gendered groups—such as White girls and Black
boys (Evans-Winters, 2005; Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010). An example of this phenomena is
present in the considerable depth of research on the experiences of Black boys and the barriers
they face in school and in their everyday lives (Ferguson, 2000; hooks, 2004; Lopez, 2003; Mac
an Ghaill, 1994; Morris, 2007; Price, 1999; Rollock, 2007; Sewell, 1997).
When Black boys and White girls are not the central focus in scholarly studies, there is
often a focus on class, socioeconomic demographics, and their impact on the lives of Black and
Brown youth. In the Children’s Defense Fund Child Poverty Report (2017), for example, it was
reported that 30.9% of Black children under 18 years of age are living in poverty, and 21.9% of
children under 5 years old are living in extreme poverty in the United States. Many Black girls
and boys experience the cruel and lasting consequences of living in poverty-stricken regions that
lack access to clean and safe neighborhoods, reliable transportation, and fresh nutritious food.
Other studies focus on the class-based effects of poverty on school districts. Specifically, school
districts within these areas face challenges in that they often struggle with issues such as school
safety, retention of qualified teachers, access to curricula that consider the experiences of those
from diverse backgrounds, a lack of in-school resources, opportunities for advanced placement
courses, and access to after-school programs (Smith-Evans et al., 2014; Wilson et al., 2014).
However, looking at the research and statistics through a critical and Black feminist lens
reveals the ways that gender, race, and unequitable power dynamics shape these school-related
experiences. This phenomenon called adultification refers to inaccurate perceptions by adults
that promote racist and gendered stereotypes of Black girls (Epstein et al., 2017). Adultification
is a term used when exploring the experiences of Black girls in the juvenile justice system as
well as educational institutions and references the discretionary harsh perceptions due to the
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conflation of race and gender. Nanda (2011) situates these perceptions historically to the
foundation of the juvenile justice system, discretionary actors within the system (police officers,
probation officers, prosecutors, and judges), and their stereotypical beliefs about proper girlhood
and Black youth. When these actors are expected to make decisions about and interact with girls
of color, they problematically see them as more mature than White girls and, thus, are more
likely to hold Black girls to a higher standard of accountability than their White female peers.
This logic has led to harsher sentences, aggressive policing tactics, and higher rates of
detainment (Nanda, 2011). These legal practices have also carried over into educational spaces.
Black girls’ education may be further hampered by teachers’ unrealistic expectations
concerning “proper” gendered behavior (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Evans-Winter & Esposito, 2010;
Fordham, 1993; Morris, 2007; Morris, 2016a, 2016b). The friction between Black girls and their
teachers represents a systemic issue of power hierarchies. These contentious interactions are
compounded by the fact that 80% of all K-12 teachers are White women who are unable to
understand the complexities of intersectional oppression from personal experience (Loewus,
2017; National Center Education Statistics, 2018). As a result, Black girls are often educated in
spaces where they rarely encounter teachers from similar racial, cultural, or socioeconomic
backgrounds. These distinctions often result in differences in treatment or a lack of
understanding of the cultural and social behaviors exhibited by Black girls.
When Black girls speak out in class or appear to behave in any manner deemed
unacceptable, they are often severely punished by school staff and subjected to extreme
treatment and suspensions: a practice which in turn leads many to encounter another systematic
hierarchy of power in the form of the juvenile justice system. Across the country, Black girls
experience suspension, censure, and even arrest due to a variety of “infractions” that range from
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talking loudly and displaying anger or any gender non-conforming behaviors, and even wearing
natural hairstyles that “defy” school dress-codes (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Morris, 2012; SmithEvans et al., 2014). Zero-tolerance policies and varying forms of school discipline that enforce
removal from school for violating codes of conduct are often used as the tools by which Black
girls are punished, marginalized, and silenced. The research by Hines-Datiri and Carter Andrews
(2017), for example, suggests that Black girls are often deemed loud and aggressive and,
therefore, problematic. Specifically, loudness and aggressiveness are thought to defy normative
ideas of girlhood and womanhood and are often in resistance to notions of White femininity
(Hines-Datiri & Carter Andrews, 2017, p. 6). These acts of resistance are often seen as hostile
attitudes and behaviors and are criminalized as they fail to fit the aforementioned norms.
Over-surveillance combined with extreme punishments create hostile learning
environments for Black girls. These policy-sanctioned practices of criminalizing in-school
behavior contribute to the channeling of Black girls into the school-to-prison pipeline (Crenshaw
et al., 2015; Morris, 2012). Justification for such punishments are rooted in zero-tolerance
policies, which are often adopted under the guise of promoting and ensuring the safety of
students and staff. However, according to Skiba and Knesting (2001),
Beginning in 1989, school districts in California, New York, and Kentucky picked up on
the term zero-tolerance and mandated expulsion for drugs, fighting, and gang-related
activity. By 1993, zero-tolerance policies had been adopted across the country, often
broadened to include not only drugs and weapons but also smoking and school
disruption. (p. 19)
As a result of the expanding definition of zero tolerance and the way in which it came to include
a variety of behaviors deemed undesirable, current zero-tolerance policies have provided schools
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with the legal means of removing students who they deem a “threat” to the education
environment. This practice is done by unfairly targeting Black children and often Black
adolescent girls in particular. Robbins (2005) contends that zero-tolerance policies in their very
creation limit the possibility of success of Black students by increasing unequal teacher-student
power dynamics, increasing surveillance, and creating exclusion. Robbins (2005) further
contends:
The conception and execution of zero tolerance are instructive in how equality of being is
denied to African American youth (and class minorities). ‘Zero tolerance’ in its
conception implies one-way communication or domination: One powerful group, or
alliance of dominant social and political actors, sets the stage for ‘appropriate’ ways of
seeing, feeling, being, thinking, acting, and relating in public spaces, namely public
schools. (p. 2)
The subsequent outcome of zero-tolerance policies is that Black girls are six times (and Black
boys three times) more likely than their White counterparts to be suspended from school, which
signals the gendered and racialized impact of zero-tolerance policies (Crenshaw et al., 2015;
NCES, 2019; U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
Past and emerging research has called for policy makers and schools to address the
disparities perpetuated in educational spaces (Crenshaw, 2015; Farner, 1996; Fenning et al.,
2012; Morris, 2012). Researchers have also proposed a variety of solutions that would improve
the lives of adolescent Black children, such as instituting policy changes (such as implementing
restorative justice alternatives like what was done at Cole Middle School in Oakland, California,
Denver Public Schools, and the Miami-Dade School system in Miami, Florida; Thompson,
2016); providing teachers with cultural-awareness training; increasing the number of teachers of
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color (Dee, 2005; Fliglio, 2017); and providing conflict resolution training for students, staff, and
families to reduce suspensions (Bear, 2010; Breunlin et al., 2002; Breunlin et al., 2006). There
are also recommendations for improved support through advanced courses; success-oriented
options for in-school discipline; an increase in school-funded activities (such as band, choir,
sports, food banks, and mental and physical health services for students and families); afterschool academic, leadership, and mentor programs; and initiatives that promote parent and
community involvement (Baek et al., 2011; Smith-Evans et al., 2014). These types of
recommendations have created space for the development of mentoring programs as a possible
solution. Various school, community-based, and policy-centered interventions have been
suggested to provide youth and their communities with tools that may help mitigate the
disparities children of color face every day (Crenshaw, 2015; Morris, 2012). Collaborative
efforts between school staff, parents, community members, and local universities can increase
opportunities and much-needed resources for students during their K-12 academic journey.
Fordham’s (1993) early research on the educational experiences of Black girls illustrated
that Black girls who were academically successful had success because they were silent or
because they modeled the behaviors and attitudes of boys in the classroom. However, Fordham
(1993) also argued that silence was not compliance, but defiance. Black girls who were deemed
as at-risk academically were labeled as disruptive. Therefore, adhering to normative notions of
girlhood. According to the findings of this study, regardless of their silence or disruptiveness,
Black girls in the school were seen as subordinate to Black boys within the school culture, and to
White girls and women in a larger society (Fordham, 1993). Way (1995) examined adolescent
girls that she described as “urban, poor, and working-class… who were predominantly of color”
(p. 123). The girls within the study were socialized to speak their minds and taught the
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importance of being outspoken by their parents. Ward (2007) shared that spoken resistance and
the positive development surrounding varying social identities are promoted through the women
in their lives such as mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and adult women outside of the home. Like
the findings of Fordham (1993), Way (1995) found that adolescent girls of color are taught that
speaking up against marginalization is a means of survival. However, this survival-based
upbringing often conflicts with teachers’ expectations of how students, specifically Black girls,
should behave. Koonce’s (2012) subsequent research examined the use of talking with an
attitude (TWA) by adolescent Black girls in educational settings. Koonce’s research illustrates
that Black adolescent girls experienced school environments that were hostile, which led to their
ongoing experiencing of feelings of confusion, disrespect, and disenfranchisement. For these
young women, TWA was a defense mechanism that was not welcomed or understood by their
teachers, who cited such incidences as further rationale for harsh discipline practices within the
classroom and sometimes expulsion from the educational system.
Ward (2007) demanded 13 years ago that researchers, teachers, and mentors who are
women of color work with Black girls to provide spaces and opportunities for them to define
what it means to be a Black girl, and eventually a Black woman. Likewise, Ward (2007)
emphasized the importance of adult women in promoting the positive development of Black
adolescent girls. Still research and praxis related to Black girls’ educational and everyday life
experiences are limited in scope and quantity as it pertains to policy, programming, and
pedagogical practices, which proves damaging to their well-being (African American Policy
Forum, 2015; Epstein et al., 2017; Huff, 2019; Jacobs, 2017; Morris, 2016b). Limited research
related to the needs of Black girls promotes a society in which Black girls are equated to Black
women due to adultification. Such research supports ideas that Black girls are more mature based
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upon physiological development, stereotypes, and historical notions of childhood and thus are
academically and socially inept compared to White girls (Carter et al., 2018, Epstein et al., 2017;
Ocen, 2015). For example, Black girls’ academic and extracurricular opportunities are often
limited by familial norms such as gendered expectations. These expectations further perpetuate
notions of the mature Black girl. These expectations include assuming additional familial
responsibilities, such as taking care of younger siblings and/or other household duties that
suggest they are mature enough to take care of varying aspects of the home, which frequently
prevents them from participating in sports, academic, leadership, and/or social development
programs (Crenshaw et al., 2015). These familial responsibilities and ideals often carry over into
other social institutions, such as schools and religious groups, and mask the stages of adolescent
development for those who are interacting and placing expectations on Black girls.
Despite these stereotypical narratives within formal educational spaces and gender-based
familial responsibilities, after-school programs and activities exist that allow Black girls
opportunities to thrive. These settings center their voices, acknowledge their development over
time, and value their lived experiences. This study explores one such setting and elaborates on
research such as that of Huff (2019), which focuses on critical mentorship in the lives of Black
girls.
Relevant Theoretical Frameworks
Answering this call means not only exploring research related to the development of
Black girls but also exploring the theoretical frameworks that have been used to explain their
experiences. Research related to youth mentorship has increased over the last decade. Likewise,
varying theories that focus on the benefits of mentorship have emerged. Despite this growth,
there are few theories that relate to and can be directly applied to the lives of Black girls. Critical
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race theory, critical race praxis, Black feminist epistemology and pedagogy, and critical
mentorship can assist in the examination of the lives of Black adolescent girls. Black girlhood
studies and Black girlhood pedagogy speak to the unique live of Black girls specifically. These
theories have proven to be important, but the exploration of a theory that considers these
perspectives collectively is imperative.
Critical Race Theory
Critical race theory emerged in response to the use of color blindness in the law and its
relationship to legal discretion (Bell, 1995; Delgado, 2017). However, as Guinier and Torres
(2009) explain, “Ideological colorblindness inhibits the kind of democratic engagement
necessary for confronting some of the most deeply entrenched problems facing our society” (p.
37). Critical race theory was theorized in 1989 out of critical legal studies as a means of
heightening the understanding, and elimination of, oppressive forces and inequitable power
relationships within legal institutions. Legal scholars of color believed that critical legal studies
did not center the experiences and the struggles of people of color, particularly the experiences of
Black people and their legal encounters (Lynn & Dixson, 2013). Guinier and Torres (2002)
suggest that race is a political tool or project that has diagnostic, transformative, and activist
capacities. A “political race project,” as the authors name it, explores the common experiences of
people of color through political interaction (p. 14). The collective experiences provide power
for people of color that has been taken away within social institutions. As a transformative
project, it motivates people of color to recognize their shared experiences, and collectively
transforms their relationship with race into a source of empowerment, thus leading to social
justice movements connected to racial empowerment.
Guinier and Torres (2002) envision race as a tool that can enhance understanding and

23
relationships to power. This stance is connected to critical race theory, as critical race theorists
suggest it is impossible to examine legalities within the United States without understanding how
racism and racial subordination play a role in the everyday lives of Black people (Lynn &
Dixson, 2013). In order to emphasize these differences, critical race theorists utilized storytelling
and counter-narratives as a means of demonstrating that social, cultural, and legal realities were
actually socially constructed and, therefore, subject to multiple interpretations. Despite this
construction, racism has very real consequence. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) work on
intersectionality was theorized during conversations of critical race theory due to the lack of
focus on gender, and how it shapes experiences with race and class. Recently, Collins and Bilge
(2016) have examined the uses of intersectionality as a means of revealing inequalities and
inequities as that which is political and intellectual, and that which should consider the
complexities of identity impacted by concepts such as nationalism, postcolonialism,
neoliberalism, and contemporary considerations of identity. Crenshaw originally considered
intersectionality as that which concerned the legal experiences of Black women, and it has since
expanded as a means of analyzing other social institutions outside of the law. Likewise, critical
race theory has been applied to analyze educational institutions and to implement policy and
curricula changes (Vargas, 2003; Yosso et al., 2001).
Critical race theorists continue the critique of social institutions by maintaining that
racism is an ordinary aspect of American life, that White interests and norms aid in organizing
educational institutions, that race and racism are social constructions, and that, as social
constructions, race and racism are fluid and changing instead of essentialist. Finally, by using
narratives and storytelling, the experiences of people of color can be understood. According to
Yosso (2002), critical race theory when embedded within curriculum requires five components.
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The first is to acknowledge the relationship between racism, sexism, and classism along with
other forms of oppression that work to maintain an inequity within educational structures,
processes, and policies. The second is to recognize the need to challenge social and cultural
norms as well as whose knowledge, language, and skills matter. Likewise, it recognizes a need to
dismantle the notion that all educational curricula and outcomes should be objective and based
upon merit. The third requirement is that curricula should focus on maintaining and learning of
social justice as well as creating opportunities for consciousness raising. The fourth requirement
is the need to focus on opportunities that create counter discourses through the creation and
dissemination of storytelling, narratives, and biographies. The fifth and final requirement is the
utilization of interdisciplinary methods of analysis in order to easily create relationships and
understanding between educational inequity and societal inequity. These five requirements have
been used by critical race theorists to enhance curricula that empower students. In addition to the
curricula, there are steps that critical race theorist have taken to apply the theory to classroom
activities.
Yamamoto (1997) theorized that critical race theory could shape praxis in five ways.
First, activities should involve an examination of authentic schooling experience and educational
outcomes of students of color. Particularly, Yamamoto encourages using an intersectional lens to
examine those experiences and outcomes. Second, activities should be performative, thus taking
actual steps to address those experiences and outcomes that are unjust. Third, there should be
steps to make continuous changes through the structural schooling system. Fourth, there should
be opportunities to eliminate intersectional forms of oppression such as professional
development opportunities and other interventions. Finally, critical race praxis should be
reflexive by providing feedback while continuing to build upon the best theoretical and
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pedagogical practices. Employing these steps will lead to transformative opportunities and
heightened success.
Critical race theory and critical race praxis have traditionally been used to create and
transform opportunities for Black adolescent boys or young men. An example of its successful
use has taken place in formal educational spaces such as Urban Preparatory Academies, and
informal spaces such as the Black Male Leadership Development Institute (Quigley & Mitchell,
2018). As a result of such programs, Black adolescent middle school and high school age boys
were able to develop a critical awareness of their own individual intersectional identities and
skills, they became more engaged within school activities, and they were more aware of the
oppressions and barriers that stand in the way of their social, cultural, and academic achievement
(Quigley & Mitchell, 2018). N. L. Brown (2009) used critical race theory in order to transform a
coed mentorship program for Black and Latino students. In the program, the topic of race and
racism was a point of discussion and a means of building connection and examining the
normalcy of racism in society. Likewise, those in the program examined the privilege garnered to
some through the reliance on racism and examined the history of marginalization based upon
race. These were examined through reflection, storytelling, and dialogue. Understanding this
history is an important component of mentorship programs that are focused on supporting Black
girls. Therefore, an understanding of critical race theory is necessary, while also understanding
that, while it is a beginning, it does not sufficiently address the needs of Black girls since Black
girlhood is not a central component of critical race theory or critical race praxis. However, there
are other theories when examined and used alongside critical race theories and praxis that begin
to address the gendered experiences of Black adolescent girls.
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Black Feminist Theory and Pedagogy
Black feminist theory as theorized by bell hooks in 1984 was a much-needed response to
the lack of attention given to the experiences and issues faced by Black women. It demanded that
Black women were often relegated to the margins of society and institutions, when they actually
needed to have a central space in feminist theorization and a larger society. Building upon hooks’
work, Patricia Collins (1990) offered an epistemological perspective as a means of validating the
knowledge construction and dissemination processes of Black women. The work of Collins
(1990) is a critique of Eurocentric knowledge validation processes (p. 328). As part of her
epistemological theory, Collins (1990) demonstrates that throughout history Black women have
served as agents of knowledge production and knowledge dissemination, and in doing so, Black
women have used their own experiences as part of the knowledge validation process. Collins
(1990) also argues that because of Black women’s experience at the intersection of two or more
systems of oppression (race and gender), they have unique forms of knowledge.
Collins (1990) suggests that Black feminist thought, or epistemology, maintains four
significant tenants. The first being that because of their lived experiences, Black women are both
the subject and the object of study. Black women’s experiences shape how they navigate the
world. The second emphasizes the importance of dialogue as a component of the creation and
maintenance of Black women’s knowledge. Likewise, dialogue allows Black women to evaluate
that which is said to be true as well as compare the knowledge shared by others with their own as
a means of validation. The third emphasizes the importance of an ethic of care that implies those
who share knowledge uphold a certain level of compassion and authenticity for the information
being shared. This emphasis is similar to the care theory of Nel Noddings (1984; 2002), which
argues for a focus on empathy, a reliance on individuals as carers, the creation of supportive
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conditions that produce a healthy atmosphere for moral development to happen organically based
upon children’s lived experiences, the recognition of the extent to which an environment impacts
the lives of children, the significance of storytelling to enhance understanding and appreciation
of others (much like critical race theory), the significance of personal responses to the pain and
discomfort of others, and the recognition that more can be understood by examining the
traditions of care practiced by women. Collins (1990; 2000) expounds upon the framework
presented in care theory by emphasizing the importance of community care and the specific
types of care presented by Black women. Likewise, Collins questions the notion that knowledge
somehow is opposite of empathy but argues that instead they can coexist. The final emphasizes
the importance of personal accountability that comes from the idea knowledge is based on actual,
authentic lived experience. Connected to Black feminist theory and epistemology is Black
feminist pedagogy, which allows for the application of Black feminism.
Omolade (1994) describes a pedagogical approach that utilizes Black feminist thought as
a means of transforming and navigating the classroom. This pedagogy suggests that when Black
feminism is combined with pedagogy, the sources and uses of power must be questioned, even
when Black women maintain the source of power. Within educational spaces, it necessitates the
development of a methodology for teaching skills that will benefit those within classes to be able
to demand justice inside and outside of educational institutions, and finally, it demands that there
is a need for educators to work alongside students in order to transform educational institutions.
Black feminist pedagogy can be useful for shaping the curricula and activities within mentorship
programs with Black girls.
In the study by Lindsay-Dennis et al. (2011), Black feminism was used within a
mentoring program that was said to address six areas. The first was to address and identify
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pervasive problems that were specifically experienced by Black girls in urban settings. The
program focused upon by Lindsay-Dennis et al. (2011) examined the mentors’ observations of
the experiences of the Black girls inside and outside of the mentoring program. They found that
the majority of the pervasive problems faced in their lives were those between teachers, family
members, romantic partners, and concepts related to sexuality. The program itself used those
observations to create activities that would help dispel the negative stereotypes surrounding
Black girls. This mentorship program involved the implicit and intentional use of an ethic of care
when addressing and relating to the Black girls in the program. Specifically, an ethic of care was
demonstrated within this mentorship program by the personal investment the mentors had for the
Black girls within the program. The mentors were invested in developing and facilitating a
transformative program, and this investment was also shown through disappointment when their
efforts were devalued by some of the program participants. The third area of Black feminism
implemented in the program was the realization of shared, intergenerational experiences through
dialogue. By sharing their own experiences with the mentees, the mentors were able to build a
level of trust based on the similarities of their experiences with those of the girls. Likewise,
because of the shared experiences, the mentors were even more emotionally invested because
they understood that the girls in the program experienced similar things they had endured
throughout their own lives. The fourth component of Black feminism used was the development
of relationships such as what is often known as sister-friends or other-mothers within the
mentorship program. There were times during the program when mentors served as those who
would listen to the girls and offer advice as well as holding them accountable for behaviors
inside and outside of the program, such as partaking in risky relationships or failing to focus
academically. As other-mothers, the mentors nurtured the girls and showed a heightened
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emotional attachment (p. 83). The fifth component of the program was to provide space for the
creation and maintenance of a collective voice. By creating a safe space with the girls, they could
have difficult conversations about difficult experiences, while also demonstrating how to move
past the struggles. Finally, through the use of Black feminism within this program, the mentors
and mentees were able to address emerging and contemporary issues; they remained attentive to
the need for an intergenerational balance in the relationships and conversations between the
mentees and the mentors; and finally, they created, facilitated, and modified activities within the
program and curriculum in order to build trust in the beginning and continue that trust building
throughout the program.
Black feminist epistemology, Black feminist pedagogy, in addition to critical race theory
and praxis have been used in programs that in some ways have addressed the needs of Black
boys and, at times, Black girls. More recently, the creation of models that focus specifically on
Black girls have been created and transform the way formal and informal educational
opportunities address the needs of Black girls.
Black Girlhood Definitions, Studies, and Pedagogy
Black girlhood studies is a field that emerges from the work and lived experiences of
Black girls and women, and is attentive to the intersections of race, gender, class, religion, place,
and sexuality. Although it might be easier to cite current or contemporary research as the starting
place for Black girlhood studies, the reality is that there is a long history of interest in the lives of
Black girls in their experiences. One of the most notable histories is that written by Harriet
Jacobs in the Incidents in the Lives of a Slave Girl (1861). Another less known history is the
1938 narrative of Beverly Carter, who described her experiences in the South as well as her
experiences with sexual agency. Likewise, more contemporary writings by bell hooks in Bone
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Black (1997) and Audre Lorde (1982) in Zami depict experiences as Black girls coming to voice
and understanding identity. Much of the work that is being done now attempts to examine the
histories of Black woman and elucidate the gaps and omissions of the stories of Black girls
(Field et al., 2016). Part of the work that is pertinent to Black girlhood studies is the excavation
of the otherwise censured narratives that depict the continuum of Black girlhood to Black
womanhood. Likewise, Black girlhood studies demonstrates that Black girls are intellectuals,
artists, and citizens in their own right.
Most of the current research related to Black girlhood is situated in literature about the
experiences of Black girls in schools and other informal educational settings (Brown, 2013;
Halliday, 2019; Hill, 2018; Lindsey, 2013). In Halliday’s The Black Girlhood Studies Collection
(2019), an important and large amount of scholarship related to Black girlhood in the United
States and Canada is shared. Specifically, the text offers theoretical contributions that can assist
in applying approaches related to Black girl development, discipline, and pedagogy. Smith
(2019) examines that which takes place to shape the lives of Black girls within traditional and
alternative schools as well as practices that take place during after-school programs, enrichment
activities, and therapy groups. Theorization that centers Black girls is a needed response to what
Smith (2019) calls the “over-essentialized and homogenized descriptions of Black girls’
experiences” (p. 24).
A primary goal of Black girlhood theorization is the defining of Black girlhood. Brown
(2013) contends:
Black girlhood is freedom, and Black girls are free. As an organizing construct,
Black girlhood makes possible the affirmation of Black girls’ lives and, if
necessary, their liberation. Black girlhood as a spatial intervention is useful for
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making our daily lives better and therefore changing the world as we currently
know it. (p. 1)
Cox (2015) defines Black girlhood as “a dynamic, creative space continually being remade in the
future tense” (p. 238). Collectively, these definitions necessitate that space be created for Black
girls to exist freely, explore their identities and experiences, and transform their worlds for
themselves and other Black girls.
Ruth Nicole Brown (2009) coined and structured the field of Black girlhood studies in
her text Black Girlhood Celebration, in which she demonstrated the necessity to have a theory
and field like Black women studies or Black feminist thought curated for and by Black girls.
Brown also informed readers on the need for a pedagogy for Black girls. She argues that hip-hop
feminist pedagogy is an important consideration, as it centers both Black girls and women.
According to Brown (2009), hip-hop feminist pedagogy speaks to the need to create spaces and
opportunities to bring young people together in order to foster dialogue, art, and social change
using fundamentals of political organizing, cultural practices in education, and the articulation of
an understanding of the intersections of identity. Hip-hop feminist pedagogy creates space for
insights to be shared and distributed, as well as new knowledge to be produced and valued.
Likewise, hip-hop pedagogy employs an ethic of care for each person involved. Finally, it is
oppositional as it is meant to exist outside of formal organizations and is centered on resistance
and the ability for youth to participate in the creation of cultural critique of leadership and
hierarchies. According to Brown, hip-hop feminist pedagogy is meant to be used to work with
Black girls as they navigate and celebrate Black girlhood. According to Brown (2009), hip-hop
feminist pedagogy employs ways of being, knowing, and asks questions that are unique though
not exclusive to the experiences of girls and women today. It explores what it means to be and
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grow up at the intersections of race, class, gender, age, and sexuality as mediated by hip-hop
culture.
Hip-hop feminism specifically meets the needs of Black girls; necessitates an honoring of
“the intellectual agency of Black girls; work[s] with Black girls to develop awareness and
fluency with the application of critical literacy practices and activism; and foster[s] holistic
spaces for identity development, healing, and joy” (Price-Dennis et al., 2017, p. 13). These
pedagogical considerations are humanizing opportunities that move away from the traditional
deficit narratives depicted by some research (Edwards et al., 2016). At the same time, these
spaces and the pedagogy used within them need to create opportunities for Black girls that
recognize the “Super-girl” phenomenon, which describes “an on-going balance and imbalance of
strength and sadness” (Nunn, 2018, p. 255). The opportunities recommended by Nunn (2018)
emphasize that social support within these spaces should welcome all experiences—whether
empowering or disempowering—and work to understand those experiences and the political
space they hold. The concepts that are part of Black girlhood studies and the pedagogy
associated with it offer context when examining other theoretical and pedagogical models, while
also providing a much-needed perspective as it relates to traditional theories of adolescent
development and its relationship to Black adolescent girls. More general adolescent development
theories can provide insight into the biological and relational experiences of adolescents,
including Black girls.
Adolescent Development, Self-Worth, and Black Girlhood
Adolescence is a challenging time for many young people in the United States. During
this stage in the human life cycle, adolescents require support to navigate life’s challenges as
they experience the internal and external transformation of their developing minds and bodies.
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Physiologically, adolescence is a period of significant change to the brain’s structure and
function (Steinberg, 2012). There are improvements to cognitive abilities as well as reasoning
skills. There are changes to the distribution of dopamine and, thus, pleasure seeking behaviors
(Steinberg, 2012). Later in adolescence, there is an increase in higher-order cognitive thinking
that is connected to activities such as planning ahead, weighing risks and rewards, and making
complicated decisions (Steinberg, 2012). Likewise, there are changes to the ability to process
emotional information and to engage in self-control (Steinberg, 2012), which can also be shaped
by environmental and/or social factors.
Adolescent Development and Self-worth
The theories of Kegan (1994) and Harter (1988, 1999) offer differing perspectives
connected to sociocultural adolescent development and the development of self-concept and selfesteem. These theories help understand the general needs and desires of adolescent youth, while
also providing information that can be helpful in justifying the creation of mentorship programs
and relationships that can add to adolescent self-concept and self-esteem.
Kegan (1982, 1994) contends that there are various stages of development known as the
orders of the mind, which refer to how individuals construct reality throughout their lives. These
stages aid in meaning making. The two areas that are often associated with adolescent
development in Kegan’s theory are the sovereign mind and the socialized mind. Within the
sovereign mind stage, there is an understanding of one’s purpose and interests, a lack of
empathy, and a recognition of the thoughts and needs of others only as they interfere with their
own (Kegan, 1994). During the socialized mind stage, the person begins to understand that the
thoughts and needs of others are important. A person’s sense of self is deeply connected to the
thoughts of others. Formal educational spaces and opportunities can deeply influence adolescent
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youth who are developmentally within these two stages for mentorship. While Kegan explores
more general stages, Harter (1988, 1999), offers an explanation of adolescent self-concept and
self-esteem, which are significant to research related to adolescent Black girls and their needs.
According to Harter (1988, 1999), self-concept is based on individual cognition. An
individual’s perception of self-changes over time and is developed with age. These processes
help individuals to describe themselves first based upon their abilities, and then by personal
characteristics, which become more abstract. Likewise, as they grow older, adolescents begin to
understand the concept of competence, which contributes to their sense of self. Harter also
theorized about self-esteem as being socially constructed. Specifically, self-esteem is influenced
by how individuals are perceived by others. When adolescents have positive interactions with
educational staff, students, and mentors, this adds to their perception of positive self-worth.
Likewise, negative experiences during this time can lead to negative self-worth.
Despite these changes, research demonstrates that Black girls are often seen as adults
throughout the different stages of childhood and adolescence (Epstein et al., 2017). As a result,
Black girls are often subjected to harsher treatment compared to White girls of the same age
(González, 2018; Morris, 2016b, 2019; Stith Gambles, 2020). This is a major justification for the
publication of research that explores the unique intersections of identity of Black adolescent aged
girls. As it pertains to girls specifically (which is inclusive of Black girls), a patriarchal society
and culture can hinder the self-concept and self-worth of girls (Taylor et al., 1995). Adolescent
Black girls have a desire to focus on their own needs, determining who they are in relation to
their peer group, and how they define themselves in relation to outside expectations associated
with the many roles they occupy throughout any given day (student, sibling, daughter,
granddaughter, niece, peer, etc.). Black girls also carry the burden of handling these roles while
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processing a variety of emotional and/or physical changes while navigating the ever-changing
social landscape within the middle school academic and peer-to-peer environment. The
intersectional gendered, racial, and socioeconomic stressors and experiences of Black girls are
areas that should be considered when attempting to understand development, but also when
attempting to create opportunities that can enhance the development of self-concept and selfesteem.
The Development of Adolescent Black Girls
As indicated, the research on adolescent development is usually done to explicate the
development of all adolescents, but these theories do not recognize the intersectional experiences
of Black girls. An intersectional approach to the adolescent development of Black girls
emphasizes the simultaneity of gender and racial identity development. Buckley and Carter
(2005) spoke to this intersectional development and its role in the self-esteem of Black girls.
Specifically, they argued that because of this development, Black girls experience a heightened
sense of self. Specifically, because of racial socialization that often attempts to disregard
negative racial commentary related to things such as appearance, which is taught by others
within their families and their communities, Black girls are found to have a heightened sense of
confidence associated with certain aspects of their identity such as body image and beauty
standards.
The research of Thomas et al. (2011, 2013) focused on the identity development of Black
adolescent girls through various forms of socialization. Their work relates to the research by
Evans-Winters (2005) who demonstrates that Black girls develop self-determination as a
protective factor. Specifically, Black girls learn that they play a role in their own success early
on, and that they learn to identify the resources necessary for success. Self-determination is
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taught by parents and extended family members, as well as community members. Black girls are
socialized to appear strong, tough, resilient, and self-sufficient even when they are experiencing
the insidious actions of those around them (Thomas & King, 2007; Thomas et al., 2011, 2013).
The findings of Buckley and Carter (2005) and Thomas et al. (2011, 2013) demonstrated that
Black adolescent girls learn about identity in ways, such as through parents and communities,
that situate identity as intersecting. Black girls are taught early on that because of their Blackness
and their girlhood, life will be difficult, and both intersecting identities will remain salient and
impact their experiences with the world around them. Thus, self-determination is thought to aid
in navigating the difficult experiences due to their race and gender.
Related to these findings is the research of Spencer (1995) on the phenomenological
variant of ecological systems (PVEST). PVEST is an expansion of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory (1994), which examines the quality and context of a child’s environment and the
roles of quality and context in child development. PVEST examines strength and resiliency in
the face of complex and conflicting environmental factors—such as those taking place in
schools—during adolescent identity formation. PVEST attempts to explore the role of individual
perception in understanding individual and group differences in a way that can enhance the
experiences of the person. Specifically, there are five components that contribute to the
development of adolescent youth as part of PVEST. A person’s net vulnerability level is the first
component, which relates to a person’s previous experiences with vulnerable situations and how
those situations have been dealt with in the past. The second component explores how a person’s
stress and current experiences can threaten their welfare. Next, the reactive coping methods are
employed by those within vulnerable or hindering situations. The final two components relate to
emergent identities, which also examines a person’s coping strategies that become part of a
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person’s normal repertoire, affecting future behaviors and life outcomes. According to Spencer
(1995), these strategies combine with notions of self-worth, which in turn form one’s identity.
Specific coping outcomes shape how people behave and think of themselves in the future.
Spencer et al. (1993) explored issues related to risk, vulnerability, and resilience among Black
adolescents. Among the girls, several factors impacted academic performance and self-esteem
such as mother’s education, the parent’s satisfaction with life, familial conflict, and negative life
events. Spencer et al. (1993) suggest implementing interventions that consider these factors. It is
possible, and it is my contention, that mentorship programs can attend to these factors, and
therefore impact adolescent development. These components are useful when exploring the
identity development of Black adolescent girls.
Mentorship and Adolescent Development
Mentorship has served various purposes since the coining of the term such as the
opportunity to learn a trade or formal skills that will aid in contributing to a greater society.
Likewise, mentorship can counter negative cultural, social, and educational experiences by
making space for empowering relationships and activities.
Mentorship as Liberatory
Freire (1976) suggested that mentoring be liberatory as it can serve as the retelling of
one’s history, dictating one’s present experience, and designing one’s future. However,
mentorship has not always been seen in this way. Historically, it has been associated with
notions of regimented training and preparation for life’s professional and skill-based tasks.
Historically, it is usually written about in relation to The Odyssey, and as others have pointed out,
it is deeply rooted in European and patriarchal relationships (Huff, 2019; Mullen, 2017; WeistonSerdon, 2017). Weiston-Serdon (2017) and Huff (2019) argue for the need of critical
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mentorship, which centers on the cultural experiences and traditions of those being mentored and
develops reciprocal and empowering relationships instead of those that are one-sided. Cultivating
relationships that are reciprocal increases an understanding between mentees and mentors, while
also nurturing and sharing strategies for persistence and empowerment. Critical mentorship
attends to the impacts of intersectional inequalities and inequities—that which is not addressed in
traditional forms of mentorship. In addition to using critical mentorship as a significant
framework, the use of a critical lens needs to be partnered with a Black feminist pedagogical
perspective such as that described in the work of Nyachae (2016).
A Black feminist pedagogical perspective employs a curriculum that is empowering for
Black girls while uncovering the oppression of Black women and girls, as well as examining
their intersectional experiences. This perspective also recognizes the ways that Black girls are
socially constructed in contemporary society in a myriad of ways. It teaches them to recognize
the erroneous constructions and helps them to resist those constructions. This curriculum teaches
Black girls to love and advocate for themselves. Through a Black feminist pedagogical
perspective, Black girls have the opportunity to be unapologetically free—a concept that is often
used to refer to those who stop asking permission to be their whole selves inside and outside of
formal spaces (Carruthers, 2018). Black girls who are unapologetically free learn that their
experiences are connected to those Black girls and women before them. By having an
opportunity to share their experiences, they are part of a long legacy of unapologetically free
Black girls and women. This unapologetic freeness is in contrast to having to appear strong and
liberated out of necessity in spaces where they are criminalized or denigrated. Unapologetic
freeness occurs when Black girls and women are able to exhibit a full spectrum of emotions and
behaviors without the fear of penalization. Finally, this perspective encourages the strengthening
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of relationships among Black girls and women, while also emphasizing the existence of a
community and world beyond their own. Thus, this research explores the use of a critical Black
feminist mentorship model.
The Role of Mentorship. Mentors serve as a crucial system of support for their mentees,
while also creating relationships that nurture a sense of agency among Black girls in order for
them to navigate life themselves. Mentees become agents for change because they are
empowered through their relationships with their mentors (Nyachae, 2016; Weiston-Serdon,
2017). They are given a voice in the issues that affect them, which allows them to feel that they
have the tools required to shape their world (Spencer & Liang, 2009). Effective mentors possess
a variety of skills and experiences such as the ability to share wisdom related to Black girlhood
and womanhood. The extensive lived experiences of the mentors have a significant impact on the
mentorship relationship (R.N. Brown, 2009; Lindsay-Dennis, 2015). Mentors bring their
personal experiences into their roles as mentors and demonstrate the numerous skills needed to
effectively mentor. These skills are cultivated through life experiences that allow mentors to
effectively navigate the system on behalf of their mentees and their mentees’ families. The
mentors themselves are an important factor for the success of mentorship programs. In order for
mentors to effectively support their mentees, mentorship programs must take into account the
needs of its mentors by providing adequate support and training. Mentorship programs must seek
to ensure that as mentors and program coordinators move on from the program, they are replaced
by well-trained individuals who continue the work and strengthen the network of relationships
with all program stakeholders. These collaborative efforts between all stakeholders, in
conjunction with policies that empower youth to establish a resilient foundation for their futures,
can strengthen the mentor-mentee relationships, the community, and, eventually, society as a
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whole.
Mentoring has been identified as a means of addressing the concerns that arise during
adolescence. Specifically, positive mentoring experiences influence the individual and the
communities (Serido et al., 2011). Mentors who form collaborative relationships within the
communities are able to provide mentees with the tools necessary for building persistence and
resilience, thus helping to shape their development (Larson, 2000).
According to Larson (2000), there are specific activities and relationships provided
through mentorship that lead to a reduction in delinquency, a greater academic and personal
achievement, and an increased self-efficacy. The skills gained aid in creating community-based
connections through a shared responsibility to contribute to and transform the community. In
addition, these connections increase feelings of belongingness that are often reduced due to a
lack of connection between students and educators (Noguera, 1996). Thus, Noguera (1996)
emphasizes the need for partnerships between students, teachers, schools, and community leaders
to create empowered communities. Mentorship, and the activities associated with it, provides
adolescent students with experiences that can build their potential for educational and eventual
professional success (Kaufman & Gabler, 2004).
Although there are general benefits to adolescents who participate in mentorship
programs, there are specific areas that are key to the development of adolescent girls. According
to Maldonado et al. (2008), mentoring programs offer girls the opportunity to develop
friendships and attain role models by collaborating with adult women. Maldonado et al. (2008)
emphasizes that when girls are partnered with older women (adult women), they are able to
foster opportunities for building confidence and self-assurance. Maldonado et al. (2008) also
established that mentorships between adolescent girls and adult women help to develop self-
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efficacy—an individual’s belief that she has some influence on the circumstances and outcomes
that shape her life (Bandura, 2001). These findings align with other research on positive
mentoring experiences on the lives of adolescent girls. Bracy (2008) contended that mentoring
has the potential to help girls develop social and academic self-efficacy through opportunities for
relationship building and the activities that are part of the programs. Likewise, Bracy (2008)
explores the implications of failing to attend to the intersections of race, gender, and class in the
lives of Black girls as not meeting their holistic needs, which could be transformed by adult
women who understand the interconnectedness of social identities.
Mentorship in Black Adolescent Girls
Lindsay-Dennis et al. (2011) emphasize that the identities and understanding of the
pervasive issues that shape the lives of Black girls are important. Mentorship that centers the
experiences of Black girls should employ an ethic of care, which emphasizes the personal
investment had by the mentors to support their mentees as well as support the program. LindsayDennis et al. (2011) provide several key components that are needed when mentoring Black
girls. Trust is a core feature of effective mentorship and can be developed through
communicating a shared lived experience. Likewise, the wisdom and knowledge held by mentors
is only believable to Black girls if they are respected in the community (Collins, 2000; LindsayDennis et al., 2011). Another core feature of mentorship with Black girls is the notion of being a
sister-friend or other-mother, as mentors who hold these roles listen, offer advice, and hold
mentees accountable for their actions. The ability to speak authentically as Black girls is also a
key component of successful mentorship programs for Black girls. Mentors who understand the
importance of voice provide opportunities for Black girls to maintain their perspectives in the
face of stereotypes and other problems in school and society. Brinkman et al. (2018) explored the
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agency that gender-responsive programs geared toward Black girls can promote. This agency
was realized through the emergence of strong relationships between the mentor and her mentee.
Much of the research on Black adolescent girl development and Black girl mentorship models
rely upon the components of Black feminist pedagogy and epistemology. Therefore, it is
important to review these concepts.
Critical Mentorship
Critical mentorship proves to be a beneficial framework in the exploration of programs
catering toward empowering Black students, specifically Black girls. Critical mentorship builds
upon the work of critical race theorists interested in the relationship between racial identity,
racialized oppression, and the power dynamics (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000). Critical race theory
is also focused on dismantling racialized oppression through activist practices. These
components are key aspects that can be found in critical mentorship.
Critical mentorship employs a process that addresses the complex systems that shape the
lives of those being mentored, as opposed to focusing on the management of signs of a problem
(Weiston-Serdan, 2017). Critical mentorship is dedicated to building relationships among and
with youth, while also empowering youth who have being marginalized. It is critical because it
promotes social consciousness and cultural identity. Likewise, critical mentorship promotes
action. It does all these things by attending to seven components (Weiston-Serdon, 2017). The
first component focuses on developing practices that allow young people to become empowered
to transform their communities through understanding how the policies and practices employed
in schools often reproduce inequalities and inequities. The next component explores the
historical construction of knowledge and helps to situate the experiences of those being mentored
as a historical moment that is connected to their communities and beyond. The third component

43
helps young people to recognize the ideologies that lead to oppression and affords opportunities
for mentees to question the history and validity of those ideologies and oppressions.
The fourth component involves providing space and opportunities to disrupt oppressive
systems by understanding the relationship between objective knowledge and of cultural norms,
values, and standards in society at large, thus emphasizing the importance of other forms of
knowledge. The fifth component suggests that mentorship should move away from a focus on
young people and deviancy and increase the understanding of the relationship between structural
inequalities and inequities and their experiences in educational spaces.
The sixth component suggests that mentorship be employed to disrupt cycles of poverty
that some might argue is perpetuated by being part of environments filled with crime, violence,
and disorder. It does so by equipping mentees with the knowledge and skills needed to resist
those forms of thought. Finally, the seventh component of critical mentoring focuses on the
connection between dialogue and consciousness-raising, and the role of that connection in
transforming self and community.
Toward a Theory of Critical Black Feminist Mentorship
Black feminist theorist, bell hooks, reflects on the creation of theory in the communities
shared by Black women (hooks, 1994). Specifically, the lived experiences of Black women are
linked to processes of “self-recovery, of collective liberation…” and fulfill the function of
empowerment and freedom when our goals are to transform and empower (hooks, 1994, p. 61).
Thus, a theory that is intentional about centering the specific experiences of Black girls is
necessary in examining the mentorship that is the subject of this study.
Upon completing the analysis associated with this study, it became clear that concepts
related to Black feminist pedagogy, Black feminist thought, and critical mentorship were
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significant components, but were not sufficient as individual theories to account for the findings.
Thus, the creation of critical Black feminist mentorship was necessary. This theory combines the
components of all three theories. It adds to literature on critical mentorship and Black feminist
epistemologies and practices. There are four components of the theory that are similar to what
Huff (2019) advances and elaborates on intersectional identity development and perspectives on
an ethic of care. Huff (2019) theorizes that those who mentor Black girls must have an
understanding of the components of social identity fostered by the individual, culture, and
community. Attentiveness to these areas aids in supporting the adolescent development of Black
girls. Similarly, mentorship with Black girls demonstrates a capacity to encourage sisterhood that
leads to solidarity through the use of dialogue and intentional support. This support leads to the
creation of spaces where Black girls can develop an individual and collective voice and do so
freely. Within these spaces, Black girls are given opportunities to “talk back” or counter toxic
and stereotypical ideas about Black girlhood. Dialogue can serve as an opportunity for Black
girls to develop their voices. Likewise, dialogue provides opportunities to develop
intergenerational relationships—relationships that can lead to the positive development of Black
girls. According to hooks (1994), “To engage in dialogue is one of the simplest ways we can
begin as teachers, scholars, and critical thinkers to cross boundaries” (p. 130). Finally, Huff
(2019) suggests that critical mentorship with Black girls encourages consciousness-raising
through intentional activities and dialogue, as well as that which happens organically. These
opportunities have the ability to teach Black girls to resist varying forms of oppression.
Critical Black feminist mentorship builds upon the work of Huff (2019) by emphasizing
the importance of mentors’ understanding intersectional identity development and the
significance of mentorship grounded in a Black feminist ethic of care (Collins, 1990; hooks,
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1989). Understanding intersectionality affords mentors, and eventually mentees, the means of
connecting their identity to social locations maintained by power (Dill & Zambrana, 2009;
Wijeyesinghe & Jones, 2014). Intersectionality provides an opportunity to connect identity to
historical, social, cultural, and political systems in a way that heightens the understanding of
Black girlhood. It also provides an understanding of the injustices and inequities that are
necessary to resist through consciousness-raising and activist work.
A Black feminist ethic of care causes an understanding of the importance of connection
as a means of survival and humanization. In White patriarchal and capitalist societies and social
institutions, care that is engaging and reciprocal is not seen as significant and is often questioned
as unethical and unprofessional; however, mentorship with Black girls necessitates this type of
care and understands it as an act of resistance.
Chapter 3 depicts the methodology used within this study. Specifically, it explores
phenomenological interviewing, ethnographic observations, and a grounded theoretical approach
to analysis, and suggests using a Black feminist epistemology as its theoretical and ethical lens.
Finally, the chapter describes specific information about the study participants, the program site,
and theoretical conclusions.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology
This research study explored the experiences of adolescent Black girls in a feminist
mentoring program and in formal educational spaces through the use of a qualitative approach. A
qualitative approach is a means of creating an understanding of the constructed yet realistic
social, political, and cultural occurrences that shape the lives of Black girls. Evans-Winters
(2019) writes that qualitative researchers must begin to produce “texts that center, amplify, and
politicize the everyday lived experiences and multiple identities of Black women (and girls) in
the U.S. and across the African Diaspora” (p. 12). This investigation centers the voices of Black
girls who participated in the study and, therefore, attempts to answer the call of Evans-Winters.
This chapter explores phenomenological interviewing and youth participatory action
research as mechanisms of information collection and analysis. The use of multiple approaches
to data collection, such as interviews, observations, document review, and data analysis such as
coding and thematic analysis from a Black feminist perspective, was selected as the best choice
for conducting research with Black adolescent girls from varying socioeconomic backgrounds, as
it leaves space for the subjectivity and care necessary in exploring the experiences of Black girls.
Similarly, it makes use of the researcher’s voice and experiences as a welcomed component of
the study.
Research Questions
My primary goal was to center the experiences of Black girls in middle schools and to
assess the after-school program’s effects on the lives of Black girls. As such, the methodological
approaches to data collection and data analysis supported me in exploring the following
questions:
1. How do middle school Black adolescent girls describe and understand their middle
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school experiences?
2. How might a mentoring program that uses critical Black feminist mentorship as its
foundation shape the experiences of middle school Black girls?
A qualitative research design provided the tools for collecting and analyzing the data to address
the research questions.
Rationale for Qualitative Design
This study utilized a particular set of methods and procedures in an effort to collect and
analyze participant data. Qualitative approaches provide opportunities to gain “deeper and more
complex understanding of social processes” (Hemming, 2008, p. 44). Given that my goals were
to understand the experiences of Black girls in middle school as well as assess their
understanding of those same experiences, a qualitative approach was adopted. Consequently,
Hemming (2008) suggests that when working with multiple methods, the researcher has a
responsibility to engage in reflexive practices as a means of understanding how her own
experiences are both similar and different from participants in the research. This research uses
phenomenological, semi-structured and structured phenomenological interviews and participant
observations as part of youth participatory action research. Extensive personal reflections and
field notes were used as a means of understanding positionality and its relationship to the
participants.
Theoretical Considerations
This inquiry employed a critical race and Black feminist theoretical lens as a means of
collecting data and analyzing the findings as these perspectives allow for a richer view of
participant experiences. These approaches served as a guide for the research process and the
practices within that process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). According to Few et al. (2003), when
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engaging in research with Black women and girls, concerns related to “race, gender, class, and
national identity matter because they inform the choices Black women [and girls] make” (p.
210). Using theoretical approaches that are different from traditional qualitative designs helped
me as a researcher to attend to the intersections of identities and provided an opportunity to
examine the intricate experiences of Black women and girls using their voices.
My hope in choosing these theoretical perspectives was to engage in a process during
which participants in the study could begin to heal from denigration and oppression. This aim
and approach demanded that I assume a role as a participant observer throughout the study.
Delgado (1989) contends that storytelling for marginalized groups can lead to consciousnessraising, healing, and awareness for those in privileged positions. Bernal (2002) contends that
learning to listen to counter-stories within the educational system can be an important
pedagogical practice for teachers and students, as well as an important methodological practice
for educational researchers (p. 116). These critical race and gendered epistemologies, as Bernal
(2002) refers to them, aim to disrupt traditional or Eurocentric models of knowledge creation and
centers the intersectional experiences of marginalized individuals and groups.
Critical race theory informs critical race methodology (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Critical race methodology provides a space for voices that are often erased or silenced. Critical
race methodology was adopted to explore the experiences of Black girls. This study reflects the
following five tenets proposed by Solórzano and Yosso (2002): (a) the permanence of racism and
the compounding factor of race within other forms of oppression; (b) rejection of colorblindness,
race neutrality, and meritocracy; (c) a call to social justice; (d) centering people of color in
conversations; and (e) recognizing varying forms of knowledge construction and dissemination
across disciplines as a means of countering oppressive narratives. These five tenets reflect a
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culminating theoretical lens that counters the negative stereotyping of the historical gaze and
analysis of the behaviors and experiences of Black adolescent girls.
Critical race theory and methodology relies on and emphasizes the importance of
storytelling. Therefore, the stories and experiences shared by Black adolescent girls in the
interviews and during the participant observations are central to understanding the issues faced
by Black adolescent girls. Understanding and valuing these stories holds the promise of possible
solutions and recommendations that can transform current formal and informal educational
practices for Black girls.
Similarly, Black feminist theory has been used to inform qualitative research in a similar
manner as critical race theory has done. According to Patterson et al. (2016), Black feminist
methodology “not only seeks and organizes the information that is gathered throughout the
research process, but also guides how the information gleaned is put to work” (p. 69). Likewise,
utilizing Black feminist methodology means being concerned about and being attentive to the
nuances of Black women’s needs as well as contributing to the everyday development of Black
women. My research contends that Black girls construct and share valid forms of knowledge,
which is realized when they are part of mentoring relationships that promote dialogue,
consciousness-raising, and action. Likewise, a Black feminist approach makes space for the
researcher, as a participant observer, whose experiences are also a valid component of the study.
The work by Few et al. (2003) is useful here as the authors presented guidelines for doing
research with Black women and girls in an ethical manner. When employing Black feminist
thought within qualitative inquiry, it is important to contextualize the research by becoming
familiar with the historical and cultural background of the research participants. Related to this is
the use of intersectional insight into the participants’ experiences as well as the ways the
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participants’ social identities have shaped their historical and cultural experiences. Furthermore,
it is important to include the participants in various components of the research processes by
having them review the findings or by allowing them to determine the questions asked during the
process. This approach ensures that the research is valid, accessible, and relevant to the
participants’ own experiences.
Researcher Positionality
The Black woman’s positionality within society shapes the consumption, creation, and
dissemination of knowledge (Evans-Winter, 2019). Even when Black women employ traditional
or more “acceptable” forms of research such as quantitative or general forms of ethnography, our
cultural experiences throughout our lives—from childhood to adulthood—shape how we do and
interpret research. Therefore, I enter into this research as a Black woman who has participated
and benefited from after-school mentorship opportunities. In addition, my interests in this
research stems from my work with a mentorship program for girls and my past membership in
the communities that are represented in this study. Researching from a position that falls within
the complex space between the insider/outsider binary provides me with the ability to understand
and relate to the participants, while making sure to focus the analysis directly on the girls’
experiences (Collins, 1986; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; hooks, 1984; Obasi, 2014; Pratt-Clarke,
2010).
I identify with the girls in the study in several ways. I understand what it is like to
experience life as a Black girl—and now Black woman—with an intersectional social identity
and who attended schools in the same area. However, my experience is different in that the
districts were separate during my K-12 experience. When I attended the middle school discussed
in this study, there were several after-school programs, including sports, cheerleading, band, and
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choir. Most of my teachers from preschool through the first half of 6th grade were women of
color. In middle school, however, I had only one teacher who was a Black woman. My home life
was also different from many of the girls in this study. I came from a middle-class, two-parent
home and always had people (especially women) in my family, school, church, and local
community who were available to mentor me throughout most of my life.
Much of my success is due to the fact that I had a network of people who cared, made
space for me, supported my interests, challenged me to be more than I imagined, and thought I
had something to offer the world. As Brown (2013) pointed out, my identity can influence the
entire research process from the access to participants to my interpretation of the data. My
identity and position within this program gave me insight that was useful when attempting to
build rapport with the participants in my research. However, my age and assumed socioeconomic
status might have presented barriers to the research process. Therefore, I also employed an ethic
of care—the idea that as researchers we must embrace our connectedness with our participants in
a way that promotes a mutual concern for sharing our voices and experiences as promoted by
Black feminist thought and Black feminist phenomenology. My positionality and the use of an
ethic of care shaped how I collected information by giving me insight into the experiences of the
girls, while at the same time ensuring that I was mindful that a shared (or similar) experience will
not silence their voices within the research (Pratt-Clarke, 2010). In an effort to remain attentive
to my positionality, and perhaps bias, I kept a personal journal throughout the process where I
addressed my own experiences and how those were both similar and unlike those of the
participants.
Thus, I approach this study with the goal of amplifying Black girls’ voices and providing
them with the space to write their own scripts and narrate their experiences in middle school. I
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understand that the girls in this study are the experts of their own experiences, and knowing this,
I asked them to tell the stories of middle school life that were of supreme importance to them.
My positionality allowed for a heightened level of comfortability with most of the girls, and after
more interactions with me during the sessions, the other participants showed the same level of
ease.
Community Background, Participants, Participant Recruitment, and Program Description
This study was situated in a city in the Midwest. The communities and the school district
in the city have undergone changes due to financial constraints. These changes include job loss
and demographic changes. Several schools, secondary and post-secondary, have implemented
programs, such as afterschool programs formed through partnerships between the local
university and a middle school, to support students as they navigate these changes. This research
examines one after-school program and its participants.
Community Background
As of 2018, 33% of the children living in the community in which the study took place
were living in poverty (Census Reporter, n.d.). The racial demographics of the school district did
not reflect the racial makeup of the larger city illustrated by census data. According to the 2010
Census Data, the largest racial groups in this area were White (64.8%) and Black (27.3%), with
other races/ethnicities (Native American, Hispanic, Asian, and multi-ethnic people) composing
the remaining 7.9% of the population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Data from 2018 reflects a
continuous shift in racial and ethnic composition of the school district’s population, with 55%
White, 32% Black, and other races/ethnicities (Native American, Hispanic, Asian, and multiethnic people) composing the remaining 13% of the population (Census Reporter, n.d.). It is
important to note that the school district in this study represents two school districts which, after
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a series of unfortunate economic circumstances, opted to merge into one district to meet the
needs of both communities in 2012.
In 2009, this community and its neighboring community suffered the loss of two major
employers, resulting in the loss of 3,164 jobs (Pepple, 2009). Members of both communities left
their homes and extended family members and friends in search of employment opportunities in
other areas or states. Conversely, both school districts experienced “White flight,” as students
fled the local school system to attend schools in the surrounding areas. The impact of their
departure was evident in the racial composition of the local school district and the middle school
in particular as evidenced in their enrollment data. Between 2014 and 2019, the middle school
student enrollment decreased from 762 students (185 White, 510 Black, 3 American Indian, 44
Hispanic, 4 Asian, and 16 multi-ethnic) to 495 students (86 White, 323 Black, 3 American
Indian, 42 Hispanic, 2 Asian, and 23 multi-ethnic; SchoolDigger.com, 2020). The school
discussed in this research received Title I funding, and Academic Horizons is funded by a Title I
grant. This funding is sent to schools and educational programs that have a large concentration of
students who are from low-income households. Additionally, the teaching staff had a high rate of
turnover and did not reflect the changes in the middle school’s racial and ethnic student
population. There are a variety of reasons for poor teacher retention across the nation, and
specifically in areas considered to be urban such as the middle school that was featured in this
research. According to the New York University Steinhardt School of Culture, Education, and
Human Development (2017), many new teachers leave due to an inability to connect with their
students and a lack of support from administrators and peer teachers. The factors mentioned are
those that perhaps have shaped the environment in the school included in this study.
It is also important to note that during the time of this study, the local school district was
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in transition and had plans to both increase enrollment and provide more opportunities for the
students and their families. Local universities and community organizations intervened to
provide support to schools in the district with in-school and after-school programs. One resource
was an on-site health clinic with counseling services to assist students with acclimating to the
new merged school district, several school closings, and the loss of numerous teachers and staff
members and friends and relatives who left the school district, community, and/or state. These
services were also available through the summer months to provide students who met with the
school social worker during the regular school year and/or utilized counseling services to
continue receiving assistance and other support services year-round. Counseling services were
also necessary to assist students with feelings of abandonment and with the realities of attending
classes with students from their neighboring “rival” school district. Additionally, professional
development workshops were available for the remaining faculty to aid in their adjustment to
school closings, the new merged district, and loss of friends, coworkers, and students.
Participants and Recruitment
Participants in this study included 11 Black middle school girls from a small Midwestern
city who participated in the Community Youth Project—a smaller program under the larger
Academic Horizons after-school umbrella. Although their responses make up the majority of the
information in the study, observations of and information obtained from femtors, sitecoordinators, school staff, parents, and members of the community who were familiar with the
program were used to provide background information to substantiate the findings.
Prior to beginning the study, I obtained written permission from the school staff and the
girls themselves. Recruitment for this study occurred during the students’ free time in the
Academic Horizons after-school program. The Academic Horizons staff arranged for me to
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speak with girls fitting the research participant criteria (Black, adolescent aged, middle school
students who previously or currently participated in the Community Youth Project) in a private
room in the form of a pre-interview. I gained consent from each participant who participated in
the study through an informational, private meeting arranged by a member of the Academic
Horizons staff. During this meeting, I explained the purpose of the study and asked if they would
like to participate. Those who agreed to participate were asked to stand in the hall with an
Academic Horizons staff person and then asked to re-enter the room one at a time. I then spoke
to each girl individually, explaining each section of the consent form (see Appendix B: Informed
Consent and Letter of Intent Forms) and answering any questions they had concerning the study.
I further explained that their participation would require no more than three 1- to 1.5-hour
interview sessions and that they could decide to end their participation at any time. I asked if
they were still interested in participating, and if they agreed, I obtained their signature on the
consent form.
After I obtained permission from the girls who were interested in participating in the
study, I gained parental consent by sending a letter of intent (see Appendix B) to each student’s
parent/guardian that explained the research study and provided them with the opportunity to
decline the child’s participation or to remove their child from the study if they deemed it
necessary. Approximately 14 students attended the research study information session. Eleven
students decided to participate and took letters home to their parents who were encouraged to
call or email with any questions or concerns about the study or their child’s participation. None
of the participants’ parents denied consent. In addition, I checked in with each participant before,
during, and after each interview to make sure I answered any of their questions to address any
concerns and to gauge their overall level of comfort throughout.
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Program Description
The program I analyzed has been in existence for at least 12 years. The Community
Youth Project receives a limited amount of funding from organizations that are part of a local
university. For 4 years, the program had been housed under the umbrella of a larger after-school
program called Academic Horizons, which was funded by Title I funds. Academic Horizons is
an after-school, on-site program for economically disadvantaged youth sponsored by a local
university.
This program operates in some of the elementary schools and the district’s middle school
and high school. Students from a variety of ethnic and racial backgrounds were selected to
participate in the program. The focus of Academic Horizons was to offer students additional
academic support and to teach them a variety of life skills. Academic Horizons partnered with
various community and university programs to provide their students with a diversity of social
and cultural experiences from community members and college students, which is one of the
justifications behind its partnership with the mentorship program.
Academic Horizons’ students (girls) were invited to participate in one day per week
project-based activities/sessions/discussions led by the Community Youth Project 8 years ago.
While the Community Youth Project mentor program attracted a predominantly Black
population, the program is not specifically geared toward Black students. Despite this, given the
socioeconomic and gender makeup of the mentorship program, a critical Black feminist
mentorship model was used to refine and facilitate the curricula and relationships with collegeaged mentors and site supervisors. The tenets involved in critical Black feminist mentorship
would likely also be helpful to students of other races since the tenets of such a model encourage
introspection, dialogue, and consciousness raising about intersectional experiences and
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oppression. Likewise, it provides an opportunity for intergenerational relationship building.
Research Design
Phenomenological interviewing and participant observations as part of youth
participatory action research were used in this study as a means to understand and explore the
experiences of the girls who participated, and how they make meaning of their intersectional
experiences in middle school.
Phenomenological Interviewing
One of the mechanisms used as part of this study was phenomenological interviewing.
Seidman (2006) shares that the root of “in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the
lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (p. 9). This
attention to the lived experience and meaning making is considered a phenomenological
approach (Munhall, 2007; Seidman, 2006). Adding to this perspective is Flowers (2013), who
emphasizes the importance of the articulations and meaning making of Black women (and girls)
as distinct and only garnered through conversation with Black women and girls themselves,
rather than assumptions and theoretical interpretations of those experiences and meanings.
Drawing from Seidman (2006), I sought to use open-ended questions (with the exception
of demographic questions) as a means of affording the girls an opportunity to reflect and
reconstruct their experiences related to the topic. In this process, the girls were asked a series of
questions that related to their life histories, their detailed experiences with mentoring, and the
meanings associated with their experiences in the mentoring program (see Appendix B for a
detailed list of the questions). The first and second interviews were between 1 to 1.5 hours and
were digitally recorded using an audio and/or video recorder. The content of these recordings
was one piece of data collection. The audio recorder was used in order to specify the speaker
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when the interviews were later transcribed and analyzed.
The purpose of these questions was to determine if the Community Youth Project
provided the Black girls in the program with the support they needed, given the daily stressors
associated with their formal learning environments. I sought to understand how they experienced
schooling and if the program’s critical Black feminist mentorship framework was appropriate for
meeting the needs of the students in the Community Youth Project mentor program. An
important component of the phenomenological interviewing process is the researcher’s
positionality and reflexivity. Munhall (2007) discusses the importance of removing—to the
extent possible— researcher bias from the research process, which can be achieved through
writing field notes or journaling. I used journaling and reflections in an effort to monitor my
personal assumptions, feelings, and experiences and to differentiate them from those of the girls
in the study. In addition to the interviewing process, I utilized various opportunities to observe
and explore documents related to the program in order to contextualize the information obtained
from the interviews. This was done using components of ethnography.
Participant Observation Using Youth Participatory Action Research
Participant observation is a method of inquiry within qualitative research. It requires the
researcher to engage with the group being studied while also notating events, behaviors, and
other significant components of a social setting. In this research, the group being studied were
the Black girls within the Community Youth Project. As part of this studying, there exists
observations of the group through participant observation—requiring that researchers immerse
themselves into the lives of said cultural group (Creswell, 2007). By using ethnographic
observations, I attempted to obtain information related to the experiences of the Black girls in the
program as a means of substantiating those things said in the interviews related to the program’s
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impact on their lives, both inside and outside of formal educational spaces.
Studying Black girls in a mentoring program using ethnographic components is
appropriate since the goals were to describe how the group functions within the program. It also
acts as a means of exploring the beliefs of Black girls related to the world around them and the
program (Creswell, 2007). Creswell (2007) emphasized that when studying a group using
ethnography, the group might share various cultural characteristics such as language, behavior,
and attitudes that can be explored through observation. Participant observation is used in
different types of research, including participatory action research. According to MacDonald
(2012), participant observation allows the researcher an opportunity to be part of the setting. In
participatory action research, the participant-observer is able to observe as well as engage in
activities, which was for me in the mentorship program.
Participatory action research, as Cammarota and Fine (2008) illustrate, allows for the
collective inquiry about experiences and social circumstances. It is a method of understanding
the world, changing the world, and reflecting on the world through collaborative efforts. It
centers the experiences of the communities in which research is taking place. Torre (2009)
encourages researchers to explore the relationship between participatory action research and
critical race theory as a means of expanding ideas of knowledge (who has knowledge and who
can disseminated knowledge), recognizing the “multiple, overlapping, potentially conflicting,
identities, loyalties and allegiances” (p. 112) of individuals, and complicating ideas of racial
categories. This relationship is extremely important for those who engage in research with youth.
This research specifically examines the experiences of Black adolescent girls. Youth
participatory research, a subset of participatory action research, is even more relevant to this
research, and is employed during the observation and data collection phases. Youth participatory
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research employs the expertise of young people and teaches them “how to study problems and
derive solutions to obstacles preventing their own well-being and progress” (Cammarota & Fine,
p. 6). Implementing participatory action research should focus on relationship building that
moves away from linear and hierarchical relationships with adults to that which is collaborative,
increasing stability or that which is consistent and reliable, and celebrating achievements, which
establishes self-confidence among youth (Iwasaki et al., 2014). Collaborative relationships,
stability, and achievements occur through opportunities to communicate and engage in activities
with adults (Iwasaki et al., 2014). As became evident in observations and interviews with the
girls in the study, there are behavioral patterns and attitudes that are shaped by their community
outside of school, inside of school, and within the two after-school programs.
Youth participatory action research focuses on recruitment of a research team, building
relationships, developing critical awareness, identifying issues necessary of exploration, cocreating the research design, conducting the research, analyzing data, advocating for change, and
reflecting and repeating the process. As this research began, youth participatory action research
was not at the forefront of the research design, and therefore the mentees in the program did not
have the opportunity to construct the research design. Despite this, the undergraduate student
femtors and the mentees did work to build rapport or relationships, the activities in the
undergraduate course and the mentorship program focused on developing a critical awareness
and identifying issues related to that awareness and the experiences of Black adolescent girls as a
whole, the undergraduate students were asked to complete research related to contemporary
concerns of adolescent youth particular middle school girls, and once they obtained that data,
collectively, we designed the program that would support all adolescent girls, but specifically,
Black adolescent girls. Collectively, all staff and students within the program learned tools to
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advocate for themselves and for change in their larger community. After the mentorship year
finished, the staff reflected on the successes and challenges of the program to move forward for
the next year.
According to Craft et al. (2007), a Black feminist perspective to qualitative research
enhances a project or study especially when the participants are Black, as research with them
requires quiet and careful observation, intentional engagement, deep listening, trust, and
community building. Therefore, this study was not research for research’s sake; instead it was to
encourage reflection, relationships, and resistance. To uphold these tenets, I carefully observed
the girls as they participated in their weekly sessions and noted how they interacted with the
femtors during the sessions, the discussion circles, and their one-on-one discussions. As an
observer, my presence was nothing out of the ordinary, as they were accustomed to my being
there because of my established role in the mentoring program.
Theory Emergence
I analyzed the transcribed data using the qualitative data analysis software, NVivo, and
Microsoft Word’s coding function that allows the conversion of text to a table, the insertion of
columns for certain themes, and collection of the frequency of certain phrases or words.
Afterward, I reviewed the findings and started to consider theoretical models that could explain
those findings. By doing so, I was able to understand the application of Black feminist pedagogy
and Black feminist thought, as well as concepts related to critical race theory and critical
mentorship as related to the data; however, those theories as explained separately did not attend
to the data as a whole, which necessitated the conceptualization of a critical Black feminist
mentorship framework. To make sense of this framework, I reviewed literature related to critical
race theory, Black feminist pedagogy, Black feminist thought, intersectionality, and critical
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mentorship to cross-reference my potential theory.
Institutional Review, Confidentiality, and Security Protocols
As part of this study, the participants were required to sign a consent form prior to being
interviewed and their parents or caregivers were also required to sign a consent, which was in
compliance with the university’s Institutional Review Board (see Appendix C: Institutional
Review Board Approval). All identifiable information used in the research—including the names
of the programs and participants—were replaced with pseudonyms to protect the identity of the
participants. In addition, all participants were assigned an ID code. The signed informed consent
documents and the code-key linking names and numbers were stored separately from the data.
No actual names were on any of the digital, electronic, or paper records, other than the informed
consent and code-key. Electronic copies of the materials were stored on a password protected
computer. All materials were stored in a locked file cabinet in a safe and secured location.
This chapter focused on the qualitative research methods and frameworks utilized and
why they were appropriate for this study. An additional focus of this chapter was the research
design and research positionality. Chapter 4 provides a description of the mentor program’s
history, curriculum, and objectives.
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Chapter 4: The Mentorship Program
What follows is a depiction of the foundation and curriculum that is part of the
Community Youth Project. It specifically reviews the history of the program, including the
various transitions throughout the program. It details the distinctions in roles of the site
coordinators, femtors, and other staff members while also exploring the curriculum grounded in
critical mentorship and Black feminist principles.
University Course and Mentor Program: A Brief History
The feminist mentoring course and field experience was developed after a successful
intergenerational feminist conference at the university in 1993. The conference promoted active
dialogue between women and girls with a focus on feminism, activism, and centering and
amplifying girls’ voices within public spaces. This course and field experience are an integral
part of the legacy of that conference and the university’s history. The original iteration of this
mentorship program was named Great Girls and began over 20 years ago in a local elementary
school. It expanded to the middle school population in 1998 and served 40-50 elementary and
middle school girls each year. The next iteration of the Great Girls program began in the fall of
2012 after the two local districts combined and I became the university coordinator for the
mentorship program. I began collaborating with a community partner, Academic Horizons (an
after-school homework, tutoring, and life skills program), which was also affiliated with the local
university (see Figure 1). Partnering with Academic Horizons was ideal because they were
housed in the middle school and had a standing relationship with the middle school staff.
Program Mission
The program offered weekly activities related to self-esteem, self-efficacy, positive body
image, and a plethora of other topics. By doing so, there was an expectation that the students, in
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particular the largely female program population, would begin to develop or hone their voices,
identities, and talents by developing supportive relationships with college students who served as
femtors. While the goals of the Community Youth Project were admirable, they could have
provided more programming that explored the cultural differences of the participants and those
who assisted them—the femtors and site-coordinators.
In 2016, Academic Horizons approached the Community Youth Project and asked if boys
could also participate in the program. For 4 years, Academic Horizons provided tutoring sessions
for the boys or tutoring during the Community Youth Project session for girls. However, some of
the boys eventually expressed a desire to attend the Community Youth Project sessions because
of their comfortability and familiarity with the girls within the program. Additionally, some boys
felt they could relate more to the topics that were discussed with the girls. The program revised
its sessions to meet the needs of all the mentees and maintained the mission of providing time for
girl-centered discussions and activities whenever possible.
Figure 1
Partnership Flow Chart
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University Mentoring Course and Mentor Program Staff
The site coordinators and femtors for the mentor program were students enrolled in my
mentoring course at the local university. Students enrolled in the Women and Gender Studies
course were given the opportunity for a field experience mentoring middle school girls and
receiving Learning Beyond the Classroom and Academic Service-Learning credit for
participating in this course and field experience. At the time of the study, in Winter and Fall
2016, there were a total of 35 students in the course, including Black women, Black men, White
women, White men, biracial women, Arab American Women, a Latinx woman, and an Indian
American woman. The diversity within the femtor population provided the mentees with a
variety of people with whom they could connect. The Academic Horizons population primarily
consisted of Black girls and boys, but also biracial, multiracial, and Latino/a students.
The site coordinator and co-coordinator were former students in the program with at least
2 years of experience and were provided with the opportunity to volunteer or receive internship
credit for their participation. They assisted with instruction, training, communications, session
planning, and execution. They worked closely with the middle school community partner
(Academic Horizons) to ensure that the students transitioned smoothly from their academic
sessions into the mentoring sessions each week.
University Mentorship Course Curriculum
The mentorship course had three components: (a) classroom discussion and assignments,
(b) training, and (c) site work (field experience) at a local middle school. The classroom
(pedagogical) portion of the course was designed to provide a theoretical background for youth
work with middle school students. Students were encouraged to think critically about the
socialization of young people and the potential for individual and social change through
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mentoring and academic service learning. Ultimately, students in the mentorship course
experienced praxis through applying theoretical concepts to their field experience.
Each week students explored a combination of literature, videos, websites, and films that
addressed issues and concerns youth face in today’s culture. Likewise, they were provided a
Black feminist and critical race theoretical framework for understanding middle school students’
social experiences and the role of mentoring and service learning in mediating those experiences.
In addition, the class served as a forum for discussion around each mentor’s experiences at the
program site.
Students in the course received academic service-learning credit. Academic service
learning is a form of pedagogy that highlights the connection between theory and practice for
greater academic engagement among students and, at the same time, provides a needed service
for the community, thus forming a reciprocal relationship between students and community. By
working in the community, the students gained a concrete and deeper understanding of the
themes of the course. Intense training sessions occurring at the beginning of the semester with
follow-up sessions throughout the semester and curriculum focused on feminist, Black feminist,
critical race, and care-based mentoring practices. Students in this course acquired strategies that
promoted respectful interactions with participants in the program (children, school officials,
community workers, etc.) and their traditions, values, and ideas—even if they clashed with or
differed from those of the students. Students were engaged in activities to foster a deeper
understanding of the themes and concepts of the course. Therefore, reflective field experience
journals were required to provide context and meaning throughout the field experience. Weekly
feedback from the instructor/university mentor program coordinator, mentor program leadership
staff, Academic Horizons staff, and the mentees was necessary for improving future sessions and
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promoting positive collaborative relationships.
Femtor Training and Curriculum
Before beginning the field experience at the middle school, the femtors participated in a
3-week intensive training session. The purpose of the training was to prepare students for
challenges they could face in developing relationships with the mentees by focusing on the
following areas: (a) mentoring, (b) active listening skills, (c) group activity/discussion
facilitation, (d) establishing open communication, and (e) developing the mentor/mentee
relationship. The femtors were provided with a handbook of guidelines for their role in the
mentor process and activities for each session. Each session focused on a theme such as
friendship, peer pressure, bullying, popularity, body image, self-esteem, harassment, Internet
safety, fitness and dream building, information on careers the students were interested in, goal
setting, self-care, creating an emergency kit for one’s home, learning soft skills such as how to
apologize and speak cordially, learning how to advocate for oneself, and learning communication
skills. Next, the femtors attended the mentoring course, which met twice a week, to reinforce
their training through a curriculum designed to inform students about the issues young people
commonly face, as well as more specific issues faced by groups classified as at-risk. The
curriculum challenged the femtors to analyze their own experiences as middle school students
and any preconceptions and stereotypes they might hold concerning adolescent young people.
The university course is open to all college students.
At the time of this study, 15-20 students regularly attended the Thursday mentor program
sessions. There were enough femtors, group leaders, and site-coordinators to provide each
student with one-on-one attention when needed. The mentees were provided with a snack from
the site director and Academic Horizons, while the school provided an activity bus for the
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students requiring transportation home.
Recruitment for the mentor program occurred during a parents’ meeting with Academic
Horizons at the beginning of the school year. Academic Horizons values parents and guardians
as stakeholders in the adolescent developmental process and the success of their program.
Academic Horizons is housed in the middle school and maintains communication with parents,
teachers, school staff, and their community partners throughout the school year. Academic
Horizons held a fall event to reconnect with parents and students. During this event, the
Academic Horizons staff are able to recruit students into their program and to share information
and answer questions about their community partners. The director of Academic Horizons
included information about the Community Youth Project in the parent packet and parents had
the option of signing up their students for the mentor program. All of the parents with students in
Academic Horizons approved and signed the consent form for their child to participate in the
mentor program and other clubs offered after school. Students interested in the program were
given the opportunity to participate in the mentorship program, receive assistance with
homework from the Academic Horizons staff, and/or participate in other clubs offered on that
day.
Mentorship Program
The Community Youth Project is sponsored by a Midwestern university and Academic
Horizons (a grant funded program for after-school activities); therefore, it becomes difficult to
create programming that solely focuses on Black adolescent girls as the program is racially
diverse. Additionally, the feeder school’s racial demographics must be considered. The middle
school that the Community Youth Project recruits its participants from is an ethnically diverse
community where people of color (Black, Asian American, Native American, biracial, and
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Latino) make up more than 40% of the population (Census Reporter, n.d.). Despite these
challenges, mentoring programs have a duty to meet the needs of each girl who participates, as
Belgrave et al. (2004) and Lindsay-Dennis et al. (2011) have previously demonstrated.
The motivation for this research is striving to capture and give voice to the multifaceted
reality that Black girls face every day. During the weekly sessions, I was present for the session
preparatory discussion and set-up time with the site coordinators, program leadership staff, and
femtors and the 1 hour and 15-minute session with the middle school students. I acted as a
resource for site coordinators, leadership staff, and femtors but spent most of the time observing
and taking notes. These notes contained feedback from myself, the middle school students,
Academic Horizons leadership and staff, and mentor program leadership staff. They focused on
improving each session and keeping them relevant to the mentees’ lives. I was also an instructor
for the mentor course, which provided me with another opportunity to interact with the femtors
and the mentor program leadership staff. Although I was closely connected to each aspect of the
program, the collaborative framework allowed for flexibility and opportunities for each
stakeholder to have a voice in the process and structure of the sessions and program.
Chapter 4 offers the historical and contemporary view of the mentor program. The above
description also detailed changes to the Community Youth Project mentor program that were
implemented to meet the needs of the community partner, Academic Horizons, and the middle
school students. Chapter 5 details the data analysis and the findings, which explore eight major
themes found during the analysis.
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Chapter 5: Data Analysis and Findings
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of Black adolescent girls in
middle school and their participation in the after-school mentoring program. It considered
varying theories about the development of self-esteem, voice, and academic persistence for
Black adolescent girls through the use of a qualitative design. The design used principles of
critical race theory and Black feminist theory to explore the meanings associated with the
experiences shared by the girls in the study. Likewise, as a participant observer, I was able to
elaborate on the information shared and the meaning of that information as expressed by the
participants. Furthermore, I will eventually use the information obtained to inform the future
mentorship practices in the program.
The Community Youth Project assisted the students with experiences of
microaggressions due to race, gender, and class. This research was guided by two primary
research questions:
1. How do Black adolescent girls describe their identities as they are situated within the
middle school context?
2. How might a mentoring program that uses a critical Black feminist mentorship
approach support Black adolescent females’ understanding of their identities?
After analyzing the data from the interviews, several common themes emerged in the participant
narratives such as bullying, racism, fighting, relationships with teachers and staff, ethic of care in
mentoring, mentee/mentor relationships, and voice—or the lack thereof—within the school
environment.
The participants’ narratives begin with an exploration of how they experienced middle
school. Some of the participants’ reflections offer insight into the alienating and painful
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experiences they endured throughout the school day, while other participants’ reflections focused
on how they navigate their day, how they (and other Black girls) are treated by teachers, and
their academic, social, and extracurricular experiences.
Participants
The participants in this study attend a Midwestern public middle school. There were three
middle schools in the district at the time of the study. Table 1 lists each participant’s name
(pseudonyms are used in place of actual names), grade, age, and self-descriptions. The middle
schools were primarily staffed by White teachers (Table 2) and support staff who were almost
proportionately White and Black (Table 3).
Table 1
Participant Demographics and Personal Descriptions
Participant name/grade/age

How they described themselves

Aritha, 8th grade, age 14

“Black. Kind and I didn’t start any fights.”

Justine, 7th grade, age 13

“Black. I’m a science geek. I’m insecure about myself. I’m friendly and I’m
also very careful who I make friends with.”

Shia, 7th grade (skipped a grade),
age 12

“Black. Smart, different, creative, funny, complicated….I’m a complicated
person and you really have to know me to understand what I’m thinking or
talking about sometimes.”

Amina, 8th grade, age 13

“Black. I’m multi-talented, so it really doesn’t matter what I do. I can design, I
can sing, I can dance, and I’m a good debater, too, so I might be a lawyer.”

Anna, 6th grade, age 12

“Multiracial.”

Deanna, 7th grade, age 12

“Black. Athletic, tall, smart, intelligent, responsible, respectful, kind kid.”

Jazmine, 8th-9th grade, age 14

“Black. I have a lot of friends.”

Pia, 8th grade, age 13

“Black”

Kara, 7th grade, age 13

“Black. I like to paint and draw. But I’m not a good artist.”

Kim, 7th grade, age 13

“African female with …a mean look….Stubborn…‘cause everybody in our
school gets on my nerves except for the teachers sometimes.”

Tracey, 7th grade, age 12

“African American…kind, smart.”
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Table 2
Racial/Ethnic Demographics of Teaching Staff at the Middle School
Black/
Year White African
American

South
East
Asian

Latinx

American Pacific MultiIndian
Islander racial

Nonspecified

Total

20152016

32

10

42

20162017

30

9

39

Table 3
Racial/Ethnic Demographics of Ancillary or Support Staff (Secretaries, Academic Counselors,
Social Workers, Psychologists, Speech Pathologists, Para Educator/Professionals)

Year White

Black/
African
American

20152016

6

7

20162017

8

10

South
East
Asian

1

Latinx

American Pacific Multiracia
NonTotal
Indian Islander
l
Specified

1

14

1

20

Thematic Analysis
Several themes emerged during the data analysis process using NVivo—a qualitative
analysis program—and the word frequency function in Microsoft Word. These tools were used
to determine the topics that were referred to most often. I also analyzed and coded the transcripts
and notes from the interviews to determine the most prominent topics or issues discussed. Table
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4 represents the frequency of the themes explored throughout this study.
Table 4
Emergent Themes From Transcript Data
Emergent themes (in no particular order)

Occurrences

Care, cares, caring

35

Race, racism, racist

36

Fight, fights, fighting

68

Bully, bullying, bullied

94

Help, help, helping, helps

120

Feel, feeling, feelings

257

Participants discussed their experiences of schooling, how their experiences in the
Community Youth Project made them feel about themselves, and the program’s impact on
various aspects of their lives. The aspects of critical mentorship and a Black feminist framework
seemed to continuously show up in the curricula and practices of the program. Thus, the data
appear to support the notion that the program utilized a critical Black feminist mentorship
framework as its foundation: one that focused on intersectional identity development;
development of individual voice, sisterhood, solidarity, and an ethic of care; and consciousnessraising and resistance. This framework provides the mentees with tools to challenge and disrupt
ideologies that undermine them due to their gender, race, age, economic status, etc., and to
encourage them to advocate for themselves. Furthermore, it reveals to them that the knowledge
they possess places them in a unique position to share that knowledge and that their opinions and
experiences matter. The following thematic analysis consists of participant narratives garnered
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from qualitative interviews.
Schooling Experiences of Black Girls
The responses of the participants, as well as observations of their interactions within the
mentorship program, show that within formal educational spaces, self-confidence was exhibited
during instances of bullying, racial microaggressions, and even in-school violence. These
responses and observations also showed that informal educational spaces, such as the mentoring
program, helped to provide spaces where the intersectional identities of the participants were
welcomed and provided lessons on persisting, despite a hostile school environment. For
example, the activities such as the sister circles, journaling exercises, and one-on-one
conversations between femtors and femtees helped the participants to withstand maltreatment
within formal spaces.
Confidence and Bullying. In a study conducted by Buckley and Carter (2005), the
relationship between identity and self-esteem were reported to be significant. Specifically, their
study found a significant correlation between gender role identity, Black racial identity, and selfesteem, noting that those who had a stronger sense of racial and gender identity had higher selfesteem. This finding explains the self-confidence of the girls in this study. Several of them
expressed sentiments of defiance in the face of bullying and racial microaggressions. For
example, Amina expressed a heightened level of self-confidence. This confidence talks back to
stereotypical notions of girlhood, particularly Black girlhood. When speaking with Amina, her
words were not the only thing that showed confidence; her body language demonstrated she
knew that things had changed for her now that she was in eighth grade. She shared, with a smirk,
“Well, back then when I was in fifth grade…I wasn’t in middle school, I felt scared and stuff.
But now that I’m in eighth grade, we’re the oldest in middle school, so I feel like I’m runnin’ it!”
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Amina also exhibited confidence in her conversational style and seemed extremely relaxed when
talking about the transition from fifth grade to middle school, almost as if she had known me all
her life or like I was one of her friends. Troutman (2010) discusses the communicative styles of
Black women and girls, and the use of talking with attitude (TWA) as that which can be positive,
neutral, and negative. As a positive gesture, TWA is a mechanism for Black girls and women to
exude strength, sassiness, and confidence. Amina’s response during the interviews and often
during the mentorship sessions conveyed this strength and confidence. Likewise, Justine
exhibited an equally high level of self-confidence in the face of classmates who perhaps deemed
her unattractive. She stated, “I don’t think you should ever be insecure about your skin color…
‘cause why? You are you and you are beautiful the way you are. Why are you insecure about
your own color and your race?” Justine’s comments are in response to our conversation about
her hatred of bullying based on her own experiences due to her partial blindness. In our
conversation, she discussed the simultaneity of confidence, hindered self-esteem, and subsequent
ill treatment that was also expressed by some of the other girls in the program.
Like Justine’s response, Shia’s narrative describes the existence of both self-confidence
and lowered self-esteem within the formal educational setting. Shia expressed:
A lot of people bully. An eighth grader bullied me, and I told the eighth grader to stop
messing with me…to leave me alone because next year, she’s gonna be in my class,
asking me to help with her work. It makes me a little bit sad, but then I know it’s okay
because most of these people will be working for my company.
Shia shares how sadness and confidence coexist in the lives of Black girls. Pia described a
similar experience of a conversation between herself and a classmate that explored concepts of
consumerism and its relationship to body image and social interactions. During the conversation,
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she demonstrated an extreme disdain for those who attempted to judge her based on her attire or
where she purchased her clothing. She explained:
I act the way I act so I don’t get picked on. …Like they say, “What are you wearing?” [I
say] “I’m wearing this. What are you wearing?” And then they’re like, “Oh, you’re
wearing that from Walmart?” [I say] “You’re wearing the same thing, so you got it from
Walmart too.”
Despite the narratives of self-confidence in the face of difficult schooling experiences,
the girls also told stories of general forms of maltreatment, microaggressions, and school-related
violence. This is not to downplay authentic forms of confidence, which several of the girls
showed through nonverbal mannerisms during interview and small group discussion sessions.
However, at times, it was made obvious by changes in facial expression, tone, and activity
participation when the girls recount how their efforts to “stand up for themselves, speak up, or
ask for help” are often met with hostility or inaction by the adults in their lives. For example,
some girls failed to show up to the after-school program when they had hostile interactions with
classmates or teachers. They would later share their reasoning for missing once they returned to
the program. The girls expressed disappointment and frustrations by using loudness and attitude
filled responses in their interactions with peers, teachers, and anyone they encounter on a daily
basis (Koonce, 2012; Troutman, 2010). These acts of resistance have erroneously been seen as
signs of hubris instead of a means of protection by educational personnel and society as a whole.
At times, the bullying did not result in a demonstration of confidence, but instead resulted
in lowered self-esteem and feelings of sadness without the existence of confidence. Distressing
effects of bullying have led to it being named a public health issue, since it shapes the
development and functioning of adolescent youth (Holt et al., 2017). During this time in the
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girls’ lives, bullying is at a peak level and manifests as interpersonal imbalances of power,
jealousy, and aggression (Holt et al., 2017). In fact, studies have found that Black girls are at a
higher risk of being victimized by their peers (Popp & Peguero, 2012). Aritha, for example,
shared, “They call me names and talk behind my back to a friend of mine and they laugh about
me, and sometimes I get very upset that they did that and told the teacher.” Even during the
interview session when these topics arose, Aritha had difficulty talking about her encounters with
bullies and changed the subject in order to reflect on more positive times during her educational
experiences. Similarly, Jazmine shared her negative experiences reluctantly, but later in the
interview talked about her history of being bullied throughout her life. She explained:
Middle school is definitely hard. It’s harder for me mainly because I am actually a legally
blind person, so I get judged…and picked on a lot. Middle school definitely will not be
easy, [that’s] obvious, but you make friends along the way. I’ve been bullied since I was
young. I’ve worn glasses a long time and I haven’t been able to see very well a long time.
I’ve had bad things happen when I was friends with people, and I get my kindness
abused.
While describing this experience, Jazmine showed the confidence mentioned earlier, but also
depicted the pain associated with bullying. She became comfortable with sharing her story,
sitting straighter in her chair, speaking louder, and making eye contact as she provided more
information about positive and negative interactions with peers and teachers. Jazmine’s multilayered narrative addressed varying forms of bullying related to body image and friendship.
Along these same lines, Kim shared, “It’s kind of fun that you get to be in middle school, but
then as a girl sometimes you get picked on by how you look, based on how you act and stuff.”
As Kim points out, gender plays a key role in common occurrences of peer victimization. Verbal
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forms of bullying have proven to be just as harmful as physical forms by causing depression,
anxiety, and loneliness (Iyer-Eimerbrink et al., 2015). The girls within the study navigated an
educational environment that was, at times, hostile in general, but also based upon stereotypes
related to the race and gender of the girls. Through sharing their stories, the young women gave
voice to the complexity of being a Black girl, the frequent internalization of negative stereotypes,
and overall critical lenses that are normalized in sociocultural interactions. During the
opportunity to individually reflect on and signify the hurt, it became clear during the interviews
and observations that often the girls benefitted the most by having another person hear and bear
witness to their experiences. This opportunity is important in that it provides them with a safe
environment to tell their truths from their own perspectives. The mentoring groups served as
affirming spaces based in care. These are spaces that hooks (2000) suggests are the opposite of
hostile environments filled with humiliation, and instead promote love. Within them, the femtees
were able grow closer to and build connections with other girls who they would not normally
interact with, as well as with the femtors in the program.
Racial Microaggressions. Racial microaggressions have been defined as racial
transgressions that take the form of micro-assaults, micro-insults, and micro-invalidations (Sue et
al., 2007). Micro-assaults are deliberate and intentional action or insult such as calling someone a
nigger or hanging a noose outside of a Black student’s locker. Micro-insults are verbal and
nonverbal forms of communication that subtly communicate disrespect and insensitivity. These
forms of communication aid in demeaning a person based upon race or ethnicity, such as asking
a Black student, “How did you get an A on the exam?” The assumption is that a Black person
would not do well academically. Micro-invalidations refer to communications that subtly dismiss
or negate the thoughts, feelings, or experiences of Black people, such as indicating that a person
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who believes they have experienced an act of racism is simply overreacting. These acts are often
discredited as trivial perceptions but, as Sue et al. (2007) acknowledges, they have detrimental
physical and mental effects on the recipient such as anxiety, depression, imposter syndrome, and
lowered self-esteem. The girls in this study acknowledged their encounters with a variety of
microaggressions as well as the impact these experiences had on their lives.
Within middle schools, one of the key purveyors of microaggressions are other students
who make racist jokes, comments, and assumptions. These acts are seldom dealt with by teachers
or administrators, which reinforces the behavior and silences marginalized students (Wilson,
2017). The girls in the program described incidences when they or a friend were subjected to
racial microaggression. Deanna observed other Black girls enduring racism from other students
(both Black and White): “Well, people call them the N-word sometimes. Sometimes they call
them nappy-headed. Some boys, sometimes when girls get mad that’s like a different race, they
get mad and they call us that.” In this narrative, Deanna connected acts of racism to bullying
behaviors, and also noted maltreatment based on a person’s race or ethnicity was unfounded.
Later in the conversation, Deanna expresses the discomfort with racist treatment, and shares that
students who are the victims of racist attacks often begin to feel down about themselves and
wonder why they are treated in this way. This is in line with research that demonstrates that
racist environments lead to poor academic achievement and depressive feelings (Keels et al.,
2017). Unfortunately, adolescent peers of varying races are not the only ones who are
perpetrators of microaggressions.
The participants expressed moments during which their teachers were the source of racial
microaggressions. Pia described the favoritism that non-Black students experienced. She shared:
Well, some teachers are favoritizing. Like, some of them [White students], some of the
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things they get to do, we don’t get to do a lot, like um…I don’t really know how to
explain it, but it’s just like you can tell ‘coz like other students in my class, they see my
teach[er] do that, and feel like we can’t do [nothing] about it. They’re in higher authority.
The differential treatment is explained during incidents such as that, which Deanna shared:
Like teachers already expect us fail ‘coz of the community we are in and our race of
Blacks. They think we should fail especially as a Black girl, they don’t expect us to
succeed in life…like in high school, they expect us to go there and get pregnant and all
that stuff.
What Deanna shared also demonstrates the intersections of racial and gendered oppression
experienced by Black girls. These depictions support research that speaks of the harsher
perspectives and punishments related to Black girls by teachers and administrators (Blake et al.,
2011; Crenshaw, et, al. 2017; Morris & Perry, 2017). In addition, expectations such as early
pregnancy and academic failure instead of academic success and upward mobility are a result of
adultification (Crenshaw et al., 2017), which expands outside of the classroom walls.
Racial microaggressions are not limited to what happens during the school day: they also
occur during participation in extracurricular activities. These experiences partnered with those
during the traditional school day aid in marginalizing and denigrating Black girls further. Deanna
described an experience of racial microaggressions that occurred outside of her regular school
day:
I did track and went to a track meet and they [the parents of the students on the other
teams] were talking about our race because most of our team was Black and we went
there and they was like judging [us].
She continued:
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We were kind of cheated because like they, like one of the [White] girls that was running;
she’s got to start before all of us and like, you know, first, second, third, fourth, and they
always put her in front, so she’ll have to run ahead of us and like we could hear people
talking about like how we look and stuff.
Deanna’s account of multiple racist incidents during an extracurricular activity is compounded
by the silencing by their coach when she attempted to discuss feelings of discriminations on the
way home from the event. Deanna explained that the team was upset after the track meet and
began venting about how they were treated and that their coach told them, “Not to pay attention
or worry about none of that ‘coz at the end of the day it doesn’t matter.” She indicated that she
and her teammates felt disrespected by their coach’s response, which was a form of racial
gaslighting done to cause someone to doubt their sanity about a racist incident. Gaslighting has
long-term effects similar to microaggressions, as it results in trauma, anxiety, and depression
(Davis, 2019). In addition to microaggressions at the hand of their peers, teachers, and coaches,
the girls in the study experienced and witnessed physical violence in school.
The girls’ stories highlight the lack of voice they frequently experience throughout their
school day with peers and educators, but they also reveal the impact of the consciousness raising
impact the mentoring program provided. As Black girls told their stories, their experiences
became validated and legitimized by the adult staff. The program created a safe space for the
girls to learn how to listen and to value themselves and, in effect, created many opportunities for
them to author new counternarratives about what it means to be a Black adolescent girl and,
more importantly, why that experience is unique and valuable. Through the deliberate mentoring
process that enacted an intentional ethic of care (Collins, 1990; Hankivsky, 2014; Noddings,
2002b), the girls let themselves be vulnerable while creating new understandings of themselves
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and their self-identities.
In-School Violence. Morash and Chesney-Lind (2009) and Artz and Nicholson (2010)
explained that there is a relationship between adolescents’ behaviors and their environmental
contexts. Collins (2015) shared other factors such as gendered and racialized socialization
processes, constructions of historical identity, and strategies for empowerment (p. 351). Black
girls are often taught in familial and community settings to challenge adversity through the use
of aggressive tactics, which includes physical tactics when threatened (Collins, 2015). This
socialization differs from that of White adolescent girls because combined racialized and
gendered adversity is not something they endure. Since ideas of respectable girlhood are based
upon the definitions of White femininity, the aggression of Black girls used as a tactic for
protection, and sometimes survival, is not acceptable. At times, Black girls internalize
Eurocentric notions of respectable girlhood themselves, which was shown by some of the girls in
this study.
Throughout the interviews and the observations of the discussion circles, it was clear that
fights and arguments were a consistent part of their educational experiences. Kim was a student
who chose not to engage, but the violence impacted her educational experiences, nonetheless.
When speaking of a fight that happened, she showed a combination of irritation and anger
because she was disappointed by her sister’s involvement in the fight:
My sister fought yesterday. I don’t know. I guess people just like fighting and then they
just keep talking and then when it is time to fight, they fight. I just be sitting there like,
‘Oh well ya’ll fought.’ I feel mad because we got to stop our learning because everyone
ran into the classroom trying to figure out what’s happening, teachers running after
students, principal and stuff. And then after a time, you get in a fight, you’re suspended
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for 10 days, and then you come back. You know, I don’t get it. If you want to solve it,
solve it talking over Messenger [Facebook] or something, or seeing them face to face.
You can fight outside of school, but not in school.
Shia shared these ideas:
Girls have more drama than boys. I’ve seen a fight [between] a boy and a girl and one
fight [between] the boys this whole year, and I’ve seen like five fights with the girls.
These girls that always fight [over] something. I don’t like that. I mean, nobody should
fight, period.
Shia seemed to express the relationship between gender and school-based violence in her next
statement when she explained that girls in her school handle conflict differently than boys:
It’s arguing about boys, stuff like that. Well, really, they need to stop worrying about
them and do their work. I think it’s ‘coz they’re girls. Girls have more drama. When girls
gossip, it’s regular conversation. When boys gossip, it’s just gossip.
As the research of Artz and Nicholson (2010) demonstrated, the experiences within the families
and other socioeconomic institutions of which the girls are part contribute to their interpersonal
relationships within schools. Due to these experiences, physical aggression is a means of
demanding respect when they feel they are being disrespected, particularly in front of peers
(Collins, 2015). Aritha explained:
Now, if you press [their] buttons they just gonna’ snap or…if something going on at
home, or like if any other problems outside of school or somebody messes with them inschool and they just going to clap back at you even if you don’t mean it or they felt like
you meant it. Like sometimes when you say something, and they felt like it was meant to
harm them, and it was like no harm [was meant] against them. Fights? They are famous
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at this school.
Each of the accounts explained above describe the unsettling impact of racial microaggressions
in the lives of Black middle school girls. The circumstances which Aritha describes relate to
physical responses to a history of oppressive forces learned about through conversations with
family members but also experienced even during the short time the participants have been alive.
Ultimately, this fighting or physical aggression among Black girls perpetuates the image held by
many White administrators and teachers of Black girls who are thought to be deserving of
punishment. Likewise, these incidences impact the experiences of other Black girls who do not
engage in fighting, so much so that they sometimes participate in the same damaging politics of
respectability.
Mentorship, Persistence, and Efficacy
Researchers have noted that participation in organized activities such as mentoring and
after-school programs can support positive development in adolescent youth (Archard, 2011,
2013; Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Similarly, Spencer and Liang (2009) found that adolescents’
cognitive, emotional, and social growth improve with participation in mentoring programs. In the
U.S. in 2011, more than 5,000 such programs served over 3 million youth (DuBois et al., 2011).
Both mentoring programs and research on how they create successful outcomes for adolescents
are abundant. However, little is known about the processes that foster positive development
specifically in the lives of adolescent Black girls from low-income backgrounds like the girls
who participated in this study (Kirshner & Ginwright, 2012). The model discussed in Chapter 1
and Chapter 2, critical Black feminist mentorship, is an opportunity to examine the intersections
of identity from the perspective of Black girls themselves, while also providing a supportive
space equipped with opportunities to maintain dialogic relationships, increase critical
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consciousness, and create opportunities to resist larger oppressive forces.
Critical Black Feminist Mentorship
Critical Black feminist mentorship is a useful model in countering the deleterious
experiences had by adolescent Black girls in formal educational spaces. The model combines
critical mentorship (Huff, 2019; Weiston-Serdon, 2017) and Black feminist epistemology
(Collins, 1990) by focusing on (a) intersectional identity development, (b) development of
individual voice, (c) community building and sisterhood, and (d) consciousness-raising and
resistance. In addition to the experiences discussed previously about the complexities of
bullying, microaggressions, and in-school violence, the participants spoke of the significance of
such a model. Likewise, through participant observation and feedback by the girls in the
program, they were able to inform the application of the model.
Intersectional Identity Development
Mentorship without a focus on the intersections of identity and experiences with
intersectional oppression fails to address the many challenges faced by marginalized adolescents
(Weiston-Serdon, 2017). Thus, opportunities to support positive racial, gender, class, and the
general social identity development of Black girls is imperative. The girls in this study shared
several statements that addressed the support provided through the program as a whole and
specifically by the femtors, which supported an empowered form of identity development. Some
of the activities in the program encouraged reflection and discussion surrounding stereotypical
notions of beauty, and how the girls fit within those definitions. Reflecting on the topics of
beauty and race covered during one of the sessions in the program, Justine, someone who has
struggled with bullying due to her legally blind status, questioned the idea that someone would
be insecure about their skin tone and race. Justine shared, “I don’t think you would ever be
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insecure about your skin color…cause why? You are you and you are beautiful the way you are.
Why are you insecure about your own color and your race?” During the observations of one of
these dialogues, there existed a balance between those who were insecure because of being
teased because of their skin tone and hair texture, while others demanded that all mentees be
confident in their race and should be proud of their beautiful ethnic features. These dialogue
circles often encouraged personal and group reflection about perceptions and treatment due to
ideas of beauty, race, and gender. Ultimately, the goal was to promote a positive body image and
self-concept as it related to their identities as girls.
Shia discussed the stereotypes that exist in society and in school about Black girls and
academic success. Shia described, “It’s a little bit harder because you have to strive for good
[things]. There are stereotypes. They say, ‘Black kids don't care about their education’ or
‘They’re stupid.’” However, she acknowledges that these stereotypes are erroneous. She
continued:
Actually, that’s not true. I made honor roll for first quarter, second quarter, first semester,
and second semester, so far. I also got a chance to get a scholarship, but I couldn’t apply
‘coz my tablet didn’t work; so I couldn’t do it. But there’s another one next year, and I'll
be applying.
Although Shia’s comments are about her general schooling experiences, she shared that her
femtor supports her by making her feel comfortable when there are opportunities to discuss her
experiences. She emphasizes that one of her femtors even met her mother, and they were able to
share experiences outside of the program, which increased her comfort between her and the
femtor inside and outside of the program. This is easier due to the shared identity of the femtee
and the femtor. The work of Lindsay et al. (2011) emphasizes the need for Black girls who are of
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the same racial identity and are able to share lived experiences with similar struggles, as these
affirming opportunities promote academic, social, and cultural success (Lindsay et al., 2011).
Both Shia and Justine are able to name the stereotypes and assumptions made about Black girls
related to their race and gender, and that recognition is supported by the other mentees and the
femtors in the program who reveal their similar experiences with discrimination.
Development of Individual Voice
The opportunities for sharing during the dialogue circles in the program and during
individual sessions outside of the program increased the girls’ ability to share hurtful, as well as
joyful, experiences. Critical mentorship emphasizes the importance of supporting this type of
sharing as a means of developing a collective understanding. For Black girls, considering their
experiences of being silenced and victimized in the formal educational setting, mentoring spaces
are perhaps one of the only places that allow the girls to develop their individual voices. As R.
Brown (2009) illustrates, Black girls need people in their lives who will encourage and create
opportunities to develop and share their stories. The girls in this study illustrated how the
program provided these opportunities. Shia described that within the program she was given a
chance to speak in a way that was authentic to her. She shared, “[In the program,] I was always
able to say what I felt and share ideas. It made me feel good, like, that I was important and that I
mattered.” Tracey alluded to her ability to be open, when at other times she was not able to share
due to issues of trust. This ability to share, created a sense of belongingness. She shared:
It made me feel like, I could talk about stuff and not be scared about it… I don’t like
opening up to people ‘cause I just feel like some people are untrustworthy … It makes me
feel wanted, that I have someone on the Earth who actually cares about me.
As Tracey explained, the mentoring space provided an opportunity to disclose her experiences
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and her views without judgement by providing her with the company and support of other girls
and women. The creation of opportunities to use one’s voice to describe experiences, to resist
poor treatment, and to support each other leads to agency among Black girls.
This agency is central to the sustainability of the Community Youth Project, which has
since its inception featured opportunities for the mentees and femtors to shape the future of the
program. Likewise, during sessions, there are often opportunities to propose and facilitate
activities if a pre-planned activity is not working or if the session is disrupted due to
circumstances during the regular school day. During one of my observations at the site, this
process occurred organically after a particularly rough day at the middle school. The mentees
arrived to the session with low energy: many of them remained quiet as the activity began. One
of the more active students in the program stated that there had been a lot of drama during school
that day. She then asked one of the femtors to play some music to cheer people up. This was an
excellent idea. The planned activity required each person to take a section of a banner to draw
pictures and cut words and pictures out of magazines to describe how they would address various
forms of injustice. Some of the students worked quietly with their femtor coming up with a
couple of ideas to address injustice. One of the students stated that she should write a play and
include everyone’s ideas. This suggestion modified the guidelines for the banner activity, but
provided each student with the opportunity to share their ideas and for everyone to work together
to design the play. During the session, more mentees began to request songs and the activity
grew into a community building session, in which everyone had an opportunity to share their
ideas to address racism, sexism, ageism, etc. The success of the banner activity informed future
sessions led by the femtors who began to incorporate listening to radio-edited hip-hop, pop, and
rhythm and blues into many of their sessions. This activity informed me of the importance of
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merging creative opportunities with traditional activities and preparing femtors to accept changes
to the session when the needs of the mentees take priority over the scheduled activity.
Opportunities for mentee contributions are a normal part of the mentor program. Mentees
provide feedback at the end of each session reflecting on a rose (what went well during the
session) and a thorn (what they would change or ways to improve the session). This feedback
informs how the femtors shape upcoming sessions and provides the mentees with a sense of
purpose and ownership within the mentor program. Youth participatory action research and a
critical Black feminist mentorship model promise to intentionally build upon the voices and
agency for the girls in the program.
Youth participatory action research as a method of observation and analysis works with
youth, specifically the Black girls in the program, as a means of engaging in a collaborative
process of critiquing various aspects of the program and developing counternarratives to
otherwise deficit-based responses to violence and trauma. By empowering the girls to lead
activities in the face of those hurtful acts and share their knowledge with educational
administrators and program coordinators, the girls are able to see their lives in a larger context
(Ault, 2017). The feedback from the past few years of the Community Youth Project has
ultimately shaped the curricula and the organization of femtor and mentee relationships from a
formal pairing to an organic experience. Overall, the opportunities for individual and collective
voice, as well as agency within the program, cannot be analyzed in a silo, but instead must be
understood as part of a larger dedication to solidarity based upon shared experience and an ethic
of care.
Community Building: Solidarity and an Ethic of Care
A critical Black feminist mentorship model fosters the development of sisterhood and
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notions of solidarity. Likewise, it uses an ethic of care (Collins, 1990; Hankivsky, 2014,
Noddings, 2002b) as a means of building that solidarity. The girls in this study spoke to these
ideas more frequently than any other component of the framework. Pia described her
relationships with the femtors and how they encouraged her to build friendships with other girls
in the program:
I just associate—socialize with like some of the femtors, like—I don’t know her name,
but she got [red hair] kind of—I talk to her a lot. And that’s probably the only person I
got to talk—to like that … Like they help us connect with other people, like they put you
in different groups with different people that you normally don’t hang out with. Like [in
some of the session activities] you have to be in a group to actually like, win a prize
doing whatever we’re doing. So, you got to work together as a team to do it. It is fun ‘coz
I get to express my feelings.
Relationships such as those with the femtors and the girls in the program increased feelings of
empowerment. As the carer, the femtor holds the responsibility of supporting the girls in the
program by sharing stories of solidarity, but also by modeling how to navigate the society and
communities in which they belong. Jazmine, for example, shared, “It made me feel more
confident about myself. It made me feel that I could do more than I thought I was able to do.”
Jazmine’s response is one example of the power in the support by femtors, as she describes how
her relationship with the femtors in the program encourages her to succeed and pursue her future
choices. Jazmine shared, “It makes me feel like I can have somebody to rely on and then when I
actually succeed in what I want to do, I can go back and thank everybody for being there for me,
when nobody else was.” Caring also looks like sharing personal experiences through dialogic
opportunities (Collins, 2000). Solidarity is fostered from the ability to connect through shared
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struggles. Aritha provided an example of this when she shared, “It made me feel like other
people had stuff, not just me. Like other people been bullied and other people had different stuff
[struggles] that I didn’t know that they had.” What becomes clear is that solidarity should not be
considered separate from an ethic of care because together they demonstrate the power of these
relationships. This is true even when it occurs during homework pep-talks such as what Kim
describes. She emphasizes this power:
I was struggling in math and then the one girl was like, just keep trying it and never give
up and then I never gave up and now I’m like really good at it. Like, when I used to
dance, I always gave up, but now I don’t.
These relationships were not relegated to the program space or the allotted program time, but
instead the care-based solidarity occurred during outings with the family of either the femtor or
the mentee. Justine describes her relationship with her femtor and how that support increased her
own self-confidence. Justine shared:
It’s quite fun. I went to her [a femtor’s] house once. She met my parents, it was fun, and
we go to movies. I met her brother, I love her cat. I feel excitement because …. I have
two friends and I don’t get to see them after school, so it’s nice to have someone I can
talk to outside of just school. It actually made me feel good to be able to talk to someone.
I like just having a femtor, someone that’s there to help me when I need it. It’s nice to
have someone to talk to who is also true.
Part of the ethic of care from a Black feminist perspective is to demonstrate and act upon the idea
of social responsibility (Collins, 2000). The femtors in this program demonstrated their ideas
related to an obligation to serve as a guide through conversations and encouragement. Tracey
described an incident during which her femtor encouraged her through feelings of insecurity. She
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stated:
Well, when we played the games sometimes I didn’t want to play ‘cause I felt like some
of the people didn’t like me, but the person [femtor] that guided me through it, she was
all nice about it and she persuaded me to play the games.
The femtor who assisted Tracey created a sense of belonging that encouraged her to participate
during other sessions. This happened with other girls in the program such as Pia, who described
the comforting relationship she had with her femtor. She shared,
I feel like she connects with us, like she [the femtor] actually sits down and talks to you.
She’s like, ‘I went through this, too,’ and I think that’s what kind of got me close to her.
It’s kinda interesting ‘coz that doesn’t happen a lot.
One of the significant aspects of the mentoring program was the development of supportive
relationships between the mentees and the femtors. These relationships embodied a Black
feminist ethic of care and responsibility (Collins, 1990, 2000). These relationships encouraged
compassion for all involved participants and fostered a closeness that perhaps the participants
had not felt in formal educational spaces, and often in their families and community.
Consciousness-Raising and Resistance
Finally, this critical Black feminist mentorship model presented opportunities to engage
in dialogue and consciousness raising, which in turn equipped those being mentored with the
skills necessary to transform their social worlds. During the program, the consciousness-raising
and education was not always about historical forms of oppression, but about confronting
everyday microaggressions. Justine, for example, shared that the program provided space for her
to feel better about herself. She shared, “It makes me feel better about myself ‘coz they teach me
not to be afraid and to stand up for myself and not watch others get bullied, which I hate seeing.”
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Other opportunities for consciousness-raising and resistance were found in the activities
associated with the curriculum dealing with the history of women and people of color. For
example, Jazmine described:
We did some research on history, Black history. Mainly female history, and then we drew
a picture of ourselves and wrote under it how pretty we were and other stuff
[affirmations]; they made us hang it up in our room. It made me feel good ‘cause it was
like, when I don’t look in the mirror I can look at that picture and see that a bunch of stuff
that I am instead of saying I’m not pretty and stuff like that.
Jazmine explained how she was able to resist by taking action, “…It’s not that I’m behind
[inferior] or anything, it showed me that I can actually do more than other people if I actually
want to. It’s like I have the choice to do more if I want to.” Critical mentorship and critical Black
feminist mentorship are designed to incite possibilities that move beyond the status quo (WestonSerdan, 2017). Tracey also brought up her experiences with the curriculum, and its role in
teaching her and her peers about histories of oppression, which led her to a heightened
consciousness and the ability to critique the history traditionally taught to children. She shared:
Today, we learned about ... how like a long time ago, we were in slavery and the White
people had more power. It was because they were like wealthy or something … there’s a
couple of other things [rights] that Black people didn’t have. But in my mind, I was
wondering, why does our skin—or why does skin even matter? Like...you know how
Obama is Black and everybody thinks that all the racism is gone and stuff, you know,
when it’s really not.
The mentorship program helped the participants critically analyze topics that are often ignored in
formal educational spaces, but within the mentorship program, there were opportunities to
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engage in difficult conversations that often led to a critical awareness of the political state around
them. The discussions of these topics encouraged an understanding of the connection between
historical forms of oppression and the present-day experiences of the girls within the program.
The realization that the current circumstances are deeply connected to the concerns of the past
was the point of a deepening awareness, which led to a desire to create change for themselves
now and in the future.
Discussion
The narratives provided by the girls disclosed experiences to demonstrate confidence in
the face of bullying, microaggressions, and fighting in educational settings. The reflections about
their experiences within the Community Youth Project and their feedback about the success of
the program as well as the observations during their interactions with femtors and site leaders—
which are heavily influenced by the training of the femtors—all demonstrated the significance of
utilizing a critical Black feminist mentorship framework to shape the curriculum of mentoring
programs that involve Black girls.
Furthermore, it demonstrated the impact that the relationships with the femtors and the
site leaders can have on the persistence and efficacy of mentees. Likewise, the data collected
demonstrated the significance of a mentorship model and program that supported the
intersectional experiences of Black adolescent girls; the fostering of sisterhood, solidarity, and
care of those serving and participating in the program; the creation of space for their authentic
voices; and the opportunity to increase consciousness that lead to advocacy and action. The
impact of the program and the benefits of femtor-mentee relationships are evident throughout the
participants’ reflections and assessment of the program, during their discussion of their
interactions with the femtors and during the observations of these interactions at the program
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site.
Identity Development
Adolescence proves to be a time during which youth actively co-construct identities
through the ability to begin thinking more abstractly (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2006; Spencer, 1999).
Environmental factors and interpersonal relationships with others shape the opinions, attitudes,
beliefs, and judgments of young people at this stage in their development. Likewise, those
outside of the peer groups of Black adolescent girls aid in creating a means of navigating social
settings as a Black girl at the intersections. Awareness of relevance of age difference, body type,
and class become more pervasive as was shown in the narratives of the girls in this research
when discussing bullying due to grade level, bodily abilities and type, and clothing options.
The Community Youth Project used what Huff (2019) calls a “revolutionary mentoring
praxis for Black adolescent girls—rooted in history, culture, and lived experiences of Black girls
in the United States,” while supporting them in their understanding and resistance of social
inequities (p. 54). By employing a framework that centered the positionalities of Black girls, they
were supported in certain areas of their development such as recognizing differences in skintone, size, and diverse abilities, and how those differences should be sites of celebration. The
program, and the activities that are a part of the program, encouraged the development of
empathy for others; for many of the girls, this was a new experience. At the same time, they were
encouraged to step out of their comfort zone by exploring new perspectives and tasks. The
weekly discussion circles encouraged the girls to think critically and problem solve creatively
when faced with conflict based upon their identities. Finally, the program encouraged feelings of
empowerment based upon their position as Black girls—promoting the message that who they
are is unique and that simply being themselves is enough.
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Solidarity and an Ethic of Care
A critical Black feminist mentorship framework emphasizes the need for a transformative
and liberatory ethic of care when working with Black women and girls. Such a framework
emphasizes the importance of understanding the interconnectedness of those responsible for care
and those receiving said care (Collins, 2010). This ethic of care shows up in the ideologies of
those inserting care within their labor practices, making space for freedom and choice within this
work, and interrogating notions of traditional authority and power (Roseboro & Ross, 2009, p.
34). The Community Youth Project emphasized the significance of authentic and intentional
relationships using transformative care within the training curriculum and the pedagogical
methods used on-site by femtors. In alignment with a transformative ethic of care, the trainings
that femtors and other staff received promoted the recognition of the complexity of adolescent
development experienced by girls at this age. They were educated to recognize and create
meaningful conversations about the construction of gender roles and inequities as well as racial
inequities (Leadbeater & Way, 1996, 2007).
As depicted by the participants in this study and supported by the observations of their
interactions, some of the femtors developed a transformative relationship with the girls through
acts that at first seem basic—such as assisting with homework, staying after hours to continue
dialogue or listen to concerns, and offering support that goes beyond their expected roles.
Femtors were taught about an ethic of care in the course meetings, but they were not required to
assist with work outside of that assigned as part of the mentor program, nor were they required to
continue dialogue and provide support outside of the allotted space and time. However, based on
relationships that formed naturally, the femtors often developed deeper connections with more
than one of the mentees. Likewise, the mentees connected with one or more of the femtors
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because of the different perspectives and experiences that the femtors possessed. Authentic
communication and exchanges of knowledge occurred because of the organic interactions
between those providing and those receiving care. As a part of this process, femtors were led to
reflect on their experiences with gender and racial inequities, mentoring, and role modeling. As a
result, the reflections shared by the girls in this research spoke of the significant role that the
femtors’ stories played in helping them navigate their interpersonal relationships and academic
experiences. Hence, it was important to move beyond a reliance on formal schooling and,
instead, use their experience as a practical framework. The authentic dialogue, knowledge
exchanges, and support among the femtors and mentees helped build a sense of solidarity that
will lead to the sharing of their stories outside of the program, and validation within the program.
The Importance of Individual Voice
One of the most encouraging aspects of the Community Youth Project is the opportunity
to see the girls who participate learn to actively share their experiences when necessary, to use
their voices to create interpersonal change, and to gain an awareness about the injustices in their
own communities. Likewise, participating in this study provided opportunities for those within
the Community Youth Project to voice their concerns to someone other than their friends, the
school social worker, or those outside of the program. Likewise, they experienced an added
opportunity to help design activities when those that were pre-planned did not work or needed
adjusting due to the fluctuating needs of the mentees.
Coming to voice as a young girl creates possibilities for finding one’s own social,
cultural, and political power. Although we live in a society that values the experiences and
voices of those Audre Lorde (1982) called the “mythical norm”—White, cisgender, heterosexual,
upper-middle class, and wealthy men, girls at the margins of society deserve to share their
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experiences and narrate their stories. Bell hooks (1989) spoke of the importance of Black girls
coming to voice as “talking back” in an effort to speak up for themselves and refuse silence.
Similarly, talking back is “a courageous act—an act of risk and daring” (hooks, 1989, p. 5).
Along these same lines, the ability to talk back was to make clear that not only did Black girls
have something of importance to say, but that by speaking up they were rightfully speaking as
citizens (Couldry, 2010). Power relationships determine whose voice is effective and worthy of
hearing, and often, poor/ working-class girls are spoken about but are not a part of the
conversation themselves. Gender further complicates the matter since girls are rarely welcomed
into hierarchized spaces traditionally dominated by adult men. They are not encouraged to talk
about themselves or to express their thought processes, feelings, or actions (Taylor et al., 1995).
Subsequently, girls, particularly girls of color, are subject to censure, silencing, and punishment
in various forms when they use their voices to demonstrate knowledge and resistance to their
subordination and that of others (Couldry, 2010; Taylor et al., 1995). However, as Taylor et al.
(1995) point out,
To listen to girls whose voices are ordinarily met with silence in the larger world is to
invite disruption, disturbance, or dissolution of the status quo. To support the strengths,
intelligence, resilience, and knowledge of girls whose culture or class is marginalized by
society is to support political, social, educational, and economic change. (p. 203)
Educational institutions, and the programs within them, must provide spaces for the voices of
Black girls to be welcomed, strengthened, and shared (Stephens & Phillips, 2003). Equally,
Muhammed and Haddix (2016) emphasize that spaces created for Black girls to use their
authentic voices have the power to promote collaboration, improve self-efficacy, and encourage
the celebration of their ideas and interpretations of the world around them. The topics and
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activities within the Community Youth Project provided a safe and authentic space to realize
their potential as the narrators of their own experiences; they were given opportunities to engage
in dialogic encounters in order to understand their individual experiences when placed in a larger
collective relationship with the other mentees and the femtors. When these activities did not
work, the mentees were encouraged to reflect on and help facilitate activities that would engage
all participants. Often these activities and the topics associated with them, such as creative
writing about romantic relationships, were more successful than the pre-planned activities in
getting the girls to share sensitive topics. Making space for Black girls to understand that their
individual experiences are part of a larger narrative leads to consciousness raising and a
discussion of how to resist varying oppressive forces such as microaggressions and physical
violence.
The Importance of Consciousness-Raising and Resistance
Consciousness-raising and resistance are concepts that have long been considered
components of both a critical and Black feminist perspective. Educational opportunities and
curricula that center Black girls need to employ these concepts as a means of countering negative
outcomes and promoting persistence and success. The participants within this research project
provided feedback suggesting that the focus on overcoming barriers such as bullying, racism,
and low self-esteem was perhaps the most important aspect of the program, thus demonstrating
that mentorship programs, along with state-based and school-based policies, can be sites of
transformation. Programs, activities, and policies that explore and address the unique experiences
of Black girls while building their skills in thinking critically and acting courageously about
inequities can foster school environments that encourage accountability, belongingness, and
equity (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Stein et al., 2002).
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The community (university) and middle school program partnership that was part of this
research utilized a critical race and Black feminist pedagogical perspective to build the
curriculum. The aspects that resonated the most with the Black girls in the mentorship program
were the use of hip-hop music and other forms of media as a dialogic tool during the sessions in
order to share their experiences, which educated the mentor program staff on the topics that were
the most relevant to the girls.
The femtor-mentee relationships in this study provided a space for Black girls to dissect a
diversity of topics and to unpack the issues that impact them as racialized and gendered
individuals and community members. As mentioned throughout this inquiry, normative gender
roles that determine definitions of “feminine and lady-like behavior” and erroneous expectations
for Black girls such as adultification increase at-risk behaviors, jeopardizes academic
performance, and denigrates self-confidence. However, these relationships offer opportunities to
create and maintain counternarratives through safe dialogue within these relationships. Through
dialogue with the femtors and other mentees, the individual strengths, skills, and talents are
emphasized as tools to talk back to stereotypes and build social and cultural capital. The femtormentee relationship thus enhanced the partnership with their community partner. Furthermore,
Black girls involved in mentorship programs that employ dynamic relationships between
femtors, mentees, and the community increase self-confidence, academic persistence, and
achievement, and reduce negative outcomes such as truancy or violence (Barner, 2016;
Brinkman et al., 2018; Guryan et al., 2017; Huff, 2019; Vidourek & King, 2019).
Critical Black feminist mentorship is a framework that centers the experiences and
knowledge of adolescent girls, improving their chances for success in several areas of their lives.
Programs, such as the Community Youth Project, that employ this framework focus on dialogic,
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care-centric relationships and individual strengths, skills, and talents as a means of empowerment
and resistance. Likewise, such programs offer students an alternative to formal education and a
break from the traditional pedagogical methods (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Neuman, 2010).
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Chapter 6: Limitations, Recommendations, Implications, and Conclusions
This study adds to a body of research that focuses on mentorship by emphasizing the
importance of developing mentorship opportunities for and with Black girls. In doing so, there
exist limitations that should be considered, recommendations for future research and practice,
and implications that should be implemented within formal educational spaces, mentorship
programs, and policy decisions.
Limitations
This examination was specific to the experiences of the Black girls who participated in
the Community Youth Project during the 2014-2016 school years. Therefore, the findings of the
research are limited to the information obtained during interviews about the program,
observations during the program, and program related documents. Longitudinal studies were not
conducted, which could have assisted in understanding contributing factors in the lives of the
girls that were not discussed as part of this research. This study started before the increased
visualization of the killing of Black women, girls, men, boys (including those within the trans
community incited by the unjust and sudden death of Trayvon Martin). It occurred during the
responses by movements like Black Lives Matter to his death, and before movements like
#sayhername dedicated to recognizing the unjust treatment and killings of Black women and
girls as well. If the research were conducted today, the curricula of the program would be
different, as it would place more of an emphasis on power-based violence based upon the
intersection of race and gender. In addition, the questions and responses would also be different
to reflect the current state of Black people in America. Along these lines, the participants in this
study are part of communities, peer groups, and formal educational spaces that can also play a
role in the perceptions of the program and future development. Likewise, it is unclear if the
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Community Youth Project will have a long-lasting impact on its participants.
My methodology did not incorporate an in-depth 360 analysis of each participant;
therefore, it is not clear what additional contributing factors or variables may have impacted each
participant. Additionally, analyzing variables outside of the participants’ experiences at school
and in the Community Youth Project was not the intent of this study. As noted in the data, the
Community Youth Project is only one of the influences in the lives of the participants during a
snapshot in time, during each participant’s middle school experience. At the time of this
publication, the participants in this study were in the 10th, 11th, and 12th grades. The local high
school requested a version of this program for their students; however, this option was still in the
beginning stages. It should also be noted that this middle school had several after-school
programs and clubs for the students to choose from, which placed the students in a slightly better
situation than other economically challenged and under-resourced urban schools. There were at
least five colleges and universities within a 20-mile radius of this middle school, providing
opportunities for collaboration between the school district, community volunteers, and the local
institutions of higher education. Finally, this school experienced frequent turnover in their
teaching, leadership, and support staff, which had an impact on the girls’ ability to forge
relationships with the adults at their middle school. These factors should be considered when
reviewing this literature and should be considered in future research opportunities.
Recommendations for Future Research
Additional research is needed that considers the region, community, school environment,
and local infrastructure when exploring the lived experiences of Black middle school girls, the
various forms of bullying they experience, and school intervention initiatives and programs
(Morris, 2012). Further and broader research (across disciplines) on Black girls can provide a
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wider lens through which to view youth development, voice, agency, and resilience.
In addition, future research related to how family members and community members can
assist mentor programs with the development of Black adolescent girls is also useful. Such
research can help mitigate government-sanctioned policies and practices that silence Black
adolescent girls and force them into situations that heighten academic failure and social risks.
Finally, this research can be used to structure and facilitate successful mentoring programs that
provide other groups of youth with the skills to become healthy, competent, proactive
adolescents and adults, while also helping to create much needed change within schools, homes,
communities, and society. It is important to include those being mentored in the decisions and
construction of said programs.
Implications
Efforts are needed to redefine how schools and the society at large view Black girls.
Throughout their lives, Black girls’ identities and overall development are influenced by
educational, familial, and societal factors. Many normative ideas of development push Black
girls into prescribed gender roles from the moment they are born—which are often in direct
conflict with their own views and expectations for themselves. Teachers, parents, and
community members often encourage young girls who are otherwise confident and outspoken to
be silent and to be “ladylike.” The inclusion of Black feminist thought gives Black girls the
space necessary to disrupt traditional notions of ladylike behaviors, which have been historically
grounded in notions of White women’s purity and chastity (Giddings, 1984; Sanders & Bradley,
2005). Forcing Black girls to conform to traditional definitions of gender roles places them in
opposition to teachers who are often unaware of their biases and places these students on a path
that jeopardizes their academic performance and future success (Blumer & Weiner-Wilson,
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2010; Morris, 2007).
Programs such as the Community Youth Program focus on intentional relationship
building as well as the recognition of individual strengths, skills, and talents possessed by
students. This offers students an alternative means of obtaining an education and provides them
with a break from the traditional methods of learning, thus increasing their ability to imagine a
wider variety of future successes and possibilities for themselves (Neuman, 2010). These
programs also place Black girls in a position to become a support system for their peers,
improving their relationships with each other, and thus creating counter narratives that stand in
direct opposition to the “girl fight” and bullying cultures.
Additionally, it is important to illuminate and validate a variety of experiences to tell
stories that disrupt the prevailing negative depictions of Black adolescence girls and youth
culture. Black adolescent girls are a product of their total environment, and how they experience
those environments filtered through multiple identities impacts how they develop throughout
their life cycle. More studies that consider the intersectional perspectives associated with the
adolescent development of Black girls, as well as varying modes for adolescent support and
growth, are needed. Research that discusses the relationships between educational institutions,
families, and the community is central to the development of adolescent girls and can assist in
creating and maintaining educational practices and policies that center the experiences and
voices of Black adolescent girls.
The following are some considerations for educators and school administrators to support
Black girls and other underserved populations of students:
1. Create and facilitate opportunities for a symbiotic relationship between all afterschool programs, social workers, and schools that have access to wrap around
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services that will benefit the whole student.
2. Hire staff who reflect the racial/ethnic composition of the student population.
3. Support marginalized students by implementing critical and Black feminist
perspectives into staff training and middle school curricula.
4. Provide middle school students (specifically students of color) and their parents with
opportunities to participate in developing alternatives to in-school and out-of-school
suspension and other disciplinary policies.
5. Examine disciplinary procedures and consequences.
6. Include students in the creation of programs and trainings for teachers and staff and
programs for students.
7. Provide quality professional development for teachers, administrators, and staff
grounded in theories that promote equity, social justice, and understanding.
Consistent and effective critical Black feminist mentoring provides a bridge between the
individual, the community, and society, and can be the framework used to inform the
considerations mentioned. Critical Black feminist mentorship supports relationships that consider
intersectional experiences of Black girls and other marginalized youth as well as the need for
care-centered relationships. These connections, practices, and programs are one way of nurture
broken communities, while improving the efficacy of the educational system as a means of
transforming the many barriers to success faced by Black girls and other marginalized youth.
Conclusion
At the beginning of this dissertation I asked if this was the best time to be a Black girl in
America. I conclude this research endeavor by affirmatively saying, “YES!” Black girls are
living at a time where messages like #BlackGirlMagic, #BlackGirlsMatter, #LikeAGirl are all
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around them. They exist at a time where researchers like me demand a space of inclusion for
them in doctoral research, conference presentations, journal publications, and in mentorship
programs. These spaces ensure the full recognition of the identities, conversations, relationships,
knowledge, and activism of Black girls. The spaces counter stereotypically acceptable notions of
girlhood that tend to use Whiteness as the guide. However, more spaces are needed to promote
the positive experiences and critique inequitable attitudes, behaviors, and policies. Opportunities
that center the complex experiences of Black girls and help them to navigate the world around
them are necessary.
As demonstrated in this study, mentorship that follows a framework that is understanding
of the intersectional identities and development of Black girls can continue to demonstrate that
Black girls are indeed magic, unique, worthy, and enough. The Community Youth Project
employed opportunities for identity development, dialogue, interpersonal relationship building,
consciousness raising, and action. The Project is a formal program, but there must be a plan to
create and implement programs that follow similar tenets within educational spaces,
communities, workplaces, and a larger global society. Doing so encourages more adolescent
Black girls, Black teenage girls, and Black women in general to learn effective strategies to
challenge the cultural and social norms that uphold silence as the norm by allowing them to
engage in dialogue and activism. Ultimately, through a critical Black feminist mentorship model,
Black girls and women can use their voices in ways that are progressively empowering without
penalty, censure, or psychological distress.
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Appendix A: Key Terms
a) Phenomenology is the exploration of an individual’s life experience and understanding
how he or she makes meaning of that experience (Munhall, 2007).
b) The Black feminist framework contextualizes research via the historical and cultural
background of the research participant. This framework promotes the inclusion of
multiple voices in social and political discourse, with Black women’s (and girls’) voices
at the center in order to promote and implement dialogue, consciousness-raising, and
action (Collins, 1990/2000).
c) Black feminist phenomenology focuses on Black girls’ lived experiences as a source of
knowledge (Collins, 1990/2000; Few et al., 2003; Koonce, 2012; Spencer, 1995; Spencer
et al., 1997; Van Manen, 1990). According to Gloria Ladson-Billings (1992), culturally
relevant teaching (adapted within the mentor curriculum as culturally responsive
mentoring) “empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by
using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (p. 382).
d) Crenshaw (1991) proposed intersectionality as a method for examining relationships
existing within socially—and culturally—constructed categories such as gender, race,
and class, with specific attention to the ways in which these categories inform and
intersect with one another. Her analysis also emphasizes systems of power within the
justice system and the law.
e) The central idea of care theory and an ethic of care is that caring-about (or perhaps a
sense of justice) must be seen as instrumental in establishing the conditions under which
caring-for can flourish. Those who care about others in the justice sense must keep in
mind that the objective is to ensure that caring actually occurs. Caring about is empty if it

133
does not culminate in caring relations (Noddings 2002a; Smith, 2004, 2016). Noddings
(1995) stated, “As we try to care, we are helped in our efforts by the feedback we get
from the recipients of our care” (p. 191). This means that caring is a relation involving
dialogue and exchange. Both parties can learn and gain from the experience, and both can
appeal to principle (Smith, 2004, 2016).
f) Black feminist ethic of care in mentoring incorporates the principles expressed in
Noddings’ (2002a, 2002b) definition and Black feminist ideologies centering the
experiences, knowledge, various forms of creativity, and the voices of girls—and young
people in general—while including them in the mentoring process.
g) Hip-hop feminist pedagogy speaks to the need to create spaces and opportunities to bring
young people together in order to foster dialogue, art, and social change using
fundamentals of political organizing, cultural practices in education, and the articulation
of an understanding of the intersections of identity (R. N. Brown, 2009).
h) Critical Black feminist mentorship is a reciprocal relationship during which those
involved utilize individual reflection, interpersonal dialogue, care, consciousness-raising,
and action-plans to promote the cultural, social, and academic success of Black girls and
women.
i) Community partners refer to a collaborative relationship between a university program
and school-based program.
j) Femtors are university students in the feminist mentor course and participants in the field
experience (which is the Community Youth Project) at the local middle school. The term
femtor is used is to identify the type of mentoring (feminist) employed by the community
program. The term is non-gender specific, and is how the participants in the program and
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the community partners refer to mentors and site-coordinators.
k) Site coordinators are university student leader coordinators of the mentor program.
l) Bullying refers to an intent to harm, intimidation, threats, gossip, teasing, name-calling,
verbal and physical attacks, racial slurs, and/or withholding access to emotional support
services (Farrington, 1993; Monks & Smith, 2006; Olweus, 1993; Smith, 2014; Varjas et
al., 2009).
m) The racial classifications Black and African American are used interchangeably
throughout this research.
n) Trauma: “Individual trauma results from an event, series of events, or circumstances that
is experienced by an individual as physically and emotionally harmful or life-threatening
and has lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning mental, physical, social,
emotional or spiritual well-being” (Nealy-Oparah & Scruggs-Hussein, 2018, p. 12).
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